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International development discourses and policies that center girls’ education are heavily 
influenced by U.S. foreign policy priorities in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) West 
Asia, and South Asia regions. Muslim girls growing-up during the “war on terror,” have been 
especially subject to discourses and policies that stem from U.S. geopolitical goals and ambitions 
in the region. Nowhere is this more true than in the northwest region of Pakistan where Pashtun 
children, and particularly girls, have been at the center of counter-terrorism strategies as policies 
that consistently celebrate children’s “voice” and empowerment.  Muslim school girls’ in 
particular are supposed to exert their “agency” for the purpose of fighting Islamist militancy. The 
story of Malala Yousafzai is the most known expression of this global phenomenon.   
The aim of this study is to construct an evidence-based understanding of girls’ education 
by raising questions of children’s agency. It draws on the story of Malala and juxtaposes it 
against Pashtun children’s perspectives of schooling in times of conflict. The purpose is to 
situate educational interventions in the lived experiences and needs of students and their 
communities. To this end, the research questions are as follows: What is the relationship between 
geopolitics and girls’ education? How have policies and discourses derived from international 
development shaped views about Muslim girls and their education? How is the story of Malala 
connected to these two questions?  
The research takes a critical globalization approach to girls’ education and Pashtun 
children, and is divided into two phases of research. The first phase combines the life history 
method with critical media studies to study Malala’s biography and the factors that gave rise to 
her career as a social media child activist and international spokesperson for girls’ education. 
The second phase of research combines critical ethnography and children’s ethnography to 
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explore questions of Pashtun children’s agency in three different schooling settings in Peshawar, 
Pakistan. This exploration problematizes the translation of Malala’s story as a model for 
children’s participation that can be exported around the world by global advocates for girls’ 
education fairly wholesale. This is further illustrated across all three schooling contexts where 
the relationship between geopolitics and girls’ education increases Pashtun children’s 
vulnerabilities. The voices and stories of Pashtun children raise questions about the structures of 
power that dictate why, how, and when they engage in debates on their education. As children 
growing-up during times of war and instability, their communities live under the constant threat 
of school-related violence, poverty, ethnic profiling, and gender discrimination. The findings 
show unequivocally that Islamist militancy and geopolitical conflicts cannot be fought by 
Pashtun children. This idea that all the region needs is to give children more voice is not only 
harmful but can be deadly. 
Global advocates and development “experts” can no longer afford to ignore the host of 
issues that surround international development discourses about Muslim girls’ education and 
Pashtun children that continue to inform global and local education policy. If they are truly 
interested in using Muslim children’s experiences of schooling in conflict to inform debates on 
girls’ education there is an urgent need to move beyond Malala’s story. A more complex 
understanding of the “unheard” situations, struggles, and needs of Pashtun children will help in 
creating healthier and safer schooling environments for children living in conflict. This study 
creates space for these “silenced” perspectives waiting to be considered in debates about their 
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want to acknowledge my academic community here at the University of Illinois in Urbana-
Champaign. Without the support and encouragement of Linda Herrera, my advisor and 
dissertation chair, it would have been impossible for me to get to this point. Her patience gave 
me the space and time I needed to find my own voice. She truly has been the greatest teacher and 
mentor. My dissertation committee: Pradeep Dhillon, Tariq Ali, and Mark Dressman were all 
critical in pushing me to move beyond my comfort zone and fears and really engage with my 
data through their poignant comments on an early draft. My colleague and friend, Tarnjeet Kang 
helped me through the final stretch, with her words of encouragement and her unmatched 
generosity in help with editing and formatting.  
Second, I owe an immense amount of gratitude to the community in Peshawar that 
allowed me to enter their lives and share their stories. My time in Pakistan was possible because 
of their hospitality, trust, and generosity. I am also grateful to the faculty and staff at Peshawar 
University who allowed me to utilize their library services, attend conferences, and speak with 
faculty and students regarding my research topic. Special thanks go to Sir Fakhrul-Islam for 
allowing all of this to happen with great ease and hospitality.   
 Finally, it is difficult to put into words the role that my family in Peshawar and in the 
U.S. has had throughout this journey. My parents, Aziz and Nilofar, instilled in me a love for 
Peshawar and the Pashtun community that is at the heart of this project. My sisters, Sadia, 
Fatima, Sarah, and Nasiha, were my pillars of strength that lifted with me the responsibilities of 
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motherhood, so that I could focus on my writing. Throughout this journey, my son Ghani was 
my ray of sunshine with his warm and soft spirit always worried about my well-being. My 
daughter Muna kept me grounded in the realities of life and taught me patience and 
perseverance. My family in Peshawar gave me a home away from home, where I felt safe and 
comfortable. My father-in-law and mother-in-law, Irfanullah and Nasim, were my greatest pillars 
of support in Peshawar, always inquiring about the state of my heart and mind. My brother’s-in-
law and sister’s-in-law, Adil, Abid, Nadia, and Rukhsana, took care of my every need and 
request throughout the duration of my stay in Peshawar. They did this with open hearts and 
smiles on their faces. My cousins Nafees Takkar and Shehnaz Nafees graciously allowed me to 
attend an event they were hosting for Malala Yousafzai in Washington, D.C. They opened their 
home to me and gave me the rare opportunity to meet Malala. Last, but definitely not least, my 
husband Atif was the person who held my hand throughout. When the journey became difficult 
and paralyzing, he would frequently recite to me a couplet from one of Pakistan’s famous Urdu 
poet’s, Muhammad Iqbal. 
“Oh falcon, do not be scared of these gusts of wind hitting at you, they are only a means to take 
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PREFACE: READING ‘I AM MALALA’ IN PESHAWAR 
 
When I was in the street I felt as though every man I passed might be a Talib. We hid our 
school bags and our books in our shawls. My father always said that the most beautiful 
thing in a village in the morning is the sight of a child in a school uniform, but now we 
were afraid to wear them (Lamb & Yousafzai, 2013, p. 135). 
The above excerpt, from Malala Yousafzai’s best-selling memoir ‘I Am Malala’, captures 
the perspective of a young Pashtun school girl living in Pakistan’s Swat Valley at a time when 
the Pakistani Taliban issued an edict banning girls’ education in the district. She was only 
eleven- years-old at the time. However, she penned these words three years later with the help of 
world-renowned British journalist Christina Lamb while living in Birmingham with her 
immediate family. The 2012 Taliban led attack that almost took Malala’s life forced her to 
remain in the UK. From the UK, she began to build her career as the best-known global advocate 
for girls’ education. I am Malala, published just one year after the attack, was the first global 
advocacy tool constructed to not only raise awareness of Malala’s fight for girls’ education, but 
also to encourage young girls living in conflict and war-torn countries to break their silence and 
raise their voices.  
Since 2012, I had been following Malala’s story closely. Her experiences of growing-up 
and going to school in the Swat Valley overlapped with my own research on Pashtun childhood 
and girls’ education in Northwest Pakistan. Furthermore, as Malala’s story and celebrity rose on 
the global stage, my familial ties to the region provided me access to local reactions about her 
tragic shooting and aftermath. As a scholar born, raised, and studying in the US, I have been able 
to very closely observe U.S. reactions to Malala’s attack and her rise as a global icon. My 
positionality and identity made me see and understand Malala’s case more complexly, from the 
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vantage points of Pakistan and the U.S. Immediately, her case raised some initial concerns that 
warranted further exploration. To begin, I had become increasingly frustrated with policies and 
discourses derived from international development that gave visibility to Muslim girls’ agency 
via concepts like “voice” and “empowerment” to understand the role of girls’ education in 
conflict. Furthermore, most troublesome was how the new geopolitics of the war on terror was 
used as a framework for understanding Muslim girls’ agency and shaped views about Muslim 
girls’ and their education that did not reflect the diverse experiences of childhood and schooling 
in conflict.  
The spotlight fell on countries like Afghanistan and Pakistan, where education became a 
key battleground in the war on terror. International aid for education, coming mostly from the 
U.S. and their allies, was focused on these geopolitical hotspots without a clear understanding of 
the lived experiences and needs of students on the ground. While Malala’s case put a spotlight on 
these lived realities, the “global” translation and reading of her narrative modelled a form of 
agency and resistance that did not take the safety and well-being of Muslim girls living in 
conflict into consideration. The romanticizing of the trauma and concrete realities of Malala’s 
childhood seemed unwarranted, harmful, manipulative, and unethical. The inspiration to read I 
Am Malala in Peshawar came from these overwhelming feelings of frustration and uneasiness. 
Little did I know; this inspiration would be critical to the overall framing of my dissertation 
research and would help in constructing a more nuanced and well-rounded debate about girls’ 
education and Pashtun children more generally who have grown-up during the war on terror.    
In Malala’s story, Peshawar, the provincial capital of the Khyber Pukhtunkhwa (KP) 
province in Northwest Pakistan, was the place she would travel to with her father on several 
occasions for interviews and program recordings. It was the city where she would meet for the 
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first time an American journalist who worked for the New York Times. The topic was always the 
growing threat of Islamist militancy and its effects on her schooling. Malala, like many Pashtun 
children her age, was growing-up during the war on terror. Only four years old when the 9/11 
attacks occurred, Malala writes in her memoir: “It seemed very far away. I had no idea what 
New York and America were. The school was my world and my world was the school. We did 
not realize then that 9/11 would change our world too and would bring war into our valley” 
(Lamb & Yousafzai, 2013, p.57). The KP province, home to a Pashtun ethnic majority, continues 
to feel more acutely the repercussions of the US foreign policy priority that was started in 2001 
by the Bush administration and continues on to this day. KP’s geographical proximity to the 
Afghan border is one of the main reasons that the province is exposed most to violent conflict.  
Since the 2001 U.S. invasion of Afghanistan, the KP province as a whole has experienced 
a large influx of refugees, a rise in Islamist militancy, and a strong military presence. The 
Taliban and various militant offshoots continue to engage with the Pakistan army along the “Pak-
Afghan” border, the repercussions of which are felt in the provincial capital and other districts 
throughout the province, like Peshawar and Swat. The Taliban continue to target government and 
military facilities using “non-conventional” weaponry and strategies of warfare. They have used 
suicide bombings, bomb blasts, and violent attacks to target schools, hospitals, courthouses, 
mosques, churches, police stations, and busy marketplaces. Living under this sort of constant 
threat and fear only further exacerbates the challenges of living in one of Pakistan’s poorest 
provinces.  
From the perspective of national development, the province as a whole suffers greatly in 
regard to both economic and human development. KP has the country’s highest poverty rate of 
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39% coupled with an even higher unemployment rate.1 In regard to human development, the 
sectors of both education and health continue to fare worse than Pakistan’s other provinces. Low 
literacy rates coupled with issues of access to quality education remain great challenges for 
Pashtun children. In terms of the health sector, lack of resources and inadequate service delivery 
has led to a deterioration in the quality of life for those living in KP. These issues are further 
exacerbated by high population growth that continues to be a major impediment to socio-
economic development processes.  
With these development and security concerns in mind, I travelled to Peshawar towards 
the end of December 2013 with Malala’s memoir in my hands. As the plane began its final 
descent towards Bacha Khan International Airport, I removed the book jacket displaying 
Malala’s picture and memoir title. A new wave of violence had erupted throughout the district 
and province. There was a rise in suicide bombings, targeted blasts, kidnappings, and targeted 
attacks. The violence continued into the new year. Amidst security concerns, the University of 
Peshawar cancelled a book launch for Malala’s memoir. Soon after, the memoir was banned. As 
we walked to the main terminal, my fears and worries were tempered with recollections of my 
own childhood attached to a city whose name originates from the Sanskrit word “Pushpapura” 
meaning “a city of flowers.” My paternal aunt would frequently sing to me and my sisters, 
“larsha Pekhawar ta kamees tor mala rora… taza taza guloona dre saloor mala rora.” The 
popular Pashto couplet is one line of many in a conversation between a lover and her beloved. 
The couplet roughly translates as: “go to Peshawar and bring me a black tunic, bring me three or 
four fresh flowers.” As I grew older, my maternal great uncle shared with me the origins of the 
naming of the city. The name comes from the well-known Mughal Emperor Babur, who wrote 
about the city’s flowers in his travel diaries.  These memories reminded me of my very intimate 




relationship with the region and the Pashtun community. My ties to the region go beyond Malala 
and her memoir. These familial ties and deeply rooted connections are important to mention in 
order to understand how I was able to research with an extremely marginalized and vulnerable 
population.  
Peshawar is my second home. It is where my mother and father were born, raised, and 
went to school. It is where my family spent most summer and winter holidays, visiting our 
extended family for several weeks to a month. I have fond childhood and teenage memories of 
riding through the city center in a rickshaw and enjoying sugar cane in the fields of my father’s 
village. I remember the intense games of cricket played in the lawn of my maternal 
grandmothers’ home as the hot summer sun began to set. However, now I was returning to a very 
different Peshawar burdened with stories of violent conflict that were too close to home. As we 
drove from the airport towards my father’s ancestral village, for a moment, I was taken back to 
the scents of my childhood. With the longest breath that I could muster, I inhaled the smell of the 
moist, green fields and the crisp, clean coolness of the air after a long winter’s rain. But just as 
these sentiments began to take my mind and soul to a familiar, warm place, I was returned to the 
reality of conflict through the voices of army personnel who had stopped our car to check 
National ID cards and the trunk for weapons or explosives. This had become the new norm for 
my family in a city now littered with military checkpoints and snipers carefully positioned 
around the district’s main roads.  
In the coming days, the sounds of military aircrafts flying overhead would at times drown 
out the chirping of the birds. Amidst these sounds, my days were spent researching with Pashtun 
children in their schools and homes. I was bombarded with stories of kidnappings, bomb blasts, 
and school attacks. My evenings were spent reading Malala’s memoir with these stories and 
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voices echoing in my ears. The sights, smells, and sounds of conflict were all too real; nothing 
like what one sees, reads or hears from behind a screen or in a book. My un-comfortability with 
the penning of Malala’s memoir and the “global” telling of her story was heightened as I 
continued to read I Am Malala in Peshawar. In contexts like the U.S., Malala’s memoir and 
digital spaces provide a medium through which these oftentimes horrific scenes of school-related 
violence can be witnessed, yet these mediums cannot capture the sentiments and nuance that 
visiting the region can bring, and even more so when these sentiments are attached to one’s own 
family. 
In the week that it took me to finish reading Malala’s memoir in Peshawar, I began to 
more clearly organize the much-needed debate about girls’ education and Pashtun childhood I 
was hoping to begin. My local reading revealed a unique vantage point that centered the diverse 
experiences of Pashtun children in relation to schooling in conflict. The simultaneous 
engagement with Malala’s words and their voices and realities provided an alternate reading of 
her story. This reading was imperative for my intervention into a debate about girls’ education 
that was not centered around Malala, but rather a larger conversation on how child-centered 
policies operate within larger narratives and debates on girls’ education. Yet, Malala’s case 
remained central to this discussion in several key ways. First, it helped me to situate my work at 
the intersection of the global and local. The strength of this kind of research in education is that it 
highlights the disconnect between policies derived from international development and real-life 
experiences of childhood and schooling in conflict. Juxtaposing global and local readings, 
reactions, and translations of Malala’s story presented a more complex picture of how global 
processes shape local contexts and vice versa. Second, by focusing on a local translation of 
Malala’s story the risks and dangers of the kind of children’s agency expressed in her writing 
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becomes more evident. In addition, ideas of global youth citizenship and empowerment are 
challenged amidst the educational risks and challenges that have arisen in the past fifteen years 
or so of the war on terror. Finally, Malala’s story becomes far-removed from the symbolism and 
slogans that celebrated her traumatic experiences of childhood and schooling in the Swat Valley.  
The big question for me was: How do I move this conversation forward? 
In the coming pages, I present a necessary, yet difficult way forward. This way forward 
centers perspectives on girls’ education and Pashtun childhood rooted in these sentiments that 
came out of reading ‘I Am Malala’ in Peshawar. These sentiments are forcefully grounded in the 
realities of the daily lives of Pashtun children and their families. If it were not for my family, I 
would not have had access to the places, spaces, communities, and individuals who cautiously 
confided in me and allowed me to share their stories and perspectives. The theorizing, 
triangulating, contextualizing and analyzing found here is wrapped in the tears, smiles, laughter, 
anger, resentment, worry, fears, and passion of a Pashtun community that I will always remain 
connected to. Many researchers speak of the bonds they create within the field, but for me the 
field was already intricately interwoven with these bonds of kinship. Navigating them together, 
with the children and families of Warsak Place,2 gave me the moral courage I needed to share the 










                                                             
2 For the protection of all participants, I use the pseudonym Warsak place in reference to the village 
where I carried out my fieldwork  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION- DO WE REALLY NEED MORE MALALAS? 
 
As I began my fieldwork in 2013, the educational landscape was shrouded in the shadow 
of Malala’s rise and fame within global circuits of power. Never in history had a Muslim child, 
and even more unprecedented, a Pashtun girl, been awarded the opportunity to address the world 
from the floor of the United Nations (UN). It had only been nine months since she was shot in 
the head at point blank range on her way home from school in Pakistan’s Swat Valley. The 
Taliban claimed responsibility, and the world was now bearing witness to the Taliban’s failure in 
silencing the young schoolgirl. Only sixteen years old, at the time of the UN speech, the young 
Yousafzai brought her audience of world leaders, government officials, policy makers, 
development experts, and youth delegates to their feet as she proclaimed with great strength and 
resolve: “Let us pick up our books and our pens, they are our most powerful weapons. One child, 
one teacher, one book, and one pen can change the world!  Education is the only solution!  
Education first!” Rapturous applause filled the auditorium, as most wiped away the tears from 
their eyes. I dried my own tears as I watched the speech in real time from my laptop. Malala 
called on children living in conflict and war, who struggle in exercising their right to education, 
to wage war on poverty, patriarchy, Islamist extremists, and all structures of oppression that 
prevent them from attaining that right. She proclaimed her story was proof that their voices, 
pens, books, and teachers are the most effective weapons of engagement and the only solution. 
Malala reminded her audience and the millions watching that her body and voice was a testament 
to the saying “the pen is mightier than the sword”, and while “we are tired of wars and conflict” 
girls cannot remain silent.   
Malala’s UN speech was historic and symbolic not simply because she became the 
youngest person to speak at the UN General Assembly, but also because she proclaimed to be 
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speaking on behalf of the women, girls, and children that were unable to be heard. Her own 
narrative of growing-up and going to school during a very tumultuous time in Pakistan’s Swat 
Valley was raised to illustrate the power of “voice” realized through education amidst conflict. 
While Malala’s case was unique, her UN speech revealed how embedded her voice and narrative 
were in the UN led global education movement. This was evident not only from the powerful 
platform she was given to deliver her speech, but also through the language and framing she used 
to tell her story.   
Malala’s UN speech coincided with the looming 2015 deadline for Pakistan to meet the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). Alongside the MDGs, Pakistan also committed to the 
goals outlined in the National Education Policy (1998-2010). The policy was reviewed in 2005 
and re-worked to address the challenges of globalization. In 2009, when Malala began blogging 
for BBC, the new national policy was revealed. The new benchmark was set to 2015 to align 
with the MDGs. Yet, the picture of girls’ education in Pakistan appeared bleak. Malala’s blog put 
a spotlight on the recent Taliban-issued edict banning girls’ education and the political and 
military targeting of schools in the district of Swat. Development reports published by United 
Nations Educational and Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) reinforced the dire 
state of girls’ education in Pakistan that was further exacerbated by violent conflict. From a 
global perspective, Pakistan remained in the bottom ten countries regarding the proportion of 
poor girls who have never been in school (United Nations Educational and Scientific, and 
Cultural Organization, 2012). Furthermore, the UNESCO (2013) report highlighted how far 
behind Pakistan was in the South Asian context. Sixty-two percent of Pakistani girls aged 
between 7-15 never spent time in a classroom, in comparison to 30% in India and 9% in 
Bangladesh. For Pakistan, the problems and challenges were many, but there was only one 
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Malala. The call for more Malala’s was raised as imperative, alongside the rising fears of school-
going children and their families as school-related violence was on the rise. How is the call for 
more Malala’s understood amidst this violence?    
The call for more Malala’s cannot be understood outside of Pashtun children’s 
experiences of schooling in conflict. Since the inception of the US led war on terror, violence in 
and around educational institutions in Northwest Pakistan is on the rise. It is one of the greatest 
challenges that the Pashtun majority living in the region continue to face. Amidst these great 
educational challenges and risks, Pashtun children are growing-up and attending school. This 
troubling reality has impacted all sectors of society regardless of gender and socioeconomic 
status, however, in diverse ways. Yet, the impact of school-related violence on girls’ education 
and schooling in general is highlighted in global policies and discourses derived from 
international development. Highlighting the question of how and why is important in framing 
this much-needed debate about girls’ education and Pashtun childhood.  
Post-9/11, the international development community shifted focus towards Muslim 
majority regions of conflict in line with the new geopolitics of the war on terror. The U.S. led 
foreign policy priority propelled this interest, attention, and increase in aid. This particular 
geopolitical moment gave rise to a new focus on a very select number of countries. 
In 2007 (OECD/DAC, 2008: 8) of the 38.4% of total ODA (US $37.2 billion) that went 
to conflict and fragile states, over half was directed to just 5 countries:  Iraq (23%), 
Afghanistan (9.9%) and Ethiopia, Pakistan, and Sudan (sharing 17% of the total). Most 
strikingly, the almost US $50 billion of new resources for Iraq, Afghanistan, and Pakistan 
since 2000 represent the largest ever donor country commitments for aid (Reality of Aid, 
2008: 2007) (cited in Novelli, 2010b, p.454). 
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Of these countries most relevant to this discussion about Muslim girls’ education and Pashtun 
childhood is the case of Afghanistan. The case of Afghanistan is critical to this conversation in 
several ways. First, it shows how the aligning of geopolitical goals with girls’ education has 
created more challenges and risks for not only children, but everyone involved in any work 
related to education. Particularly troublesome is the rise in attacks on educational institutions. 
Second, Afghanistan’s geographical proximity to Northwest Pakistan and its deeply-rooted 
geopolitical ties to the region makes it extremely relevant.  
Early on, education became a central battleground in the war on terror in Afghanistan 
(Kandiyoti, 2005; Novelli, 2010b). At the start of the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan, U.S. media 
and government officials presented the violation of Afghan women’s and girls’ rights as a direct 
result of the Taliban insurgency (Kandiyoti, 2005). Images of Taliban wielding semi-automatic 
weapons and rocket launchers, spewing diatribes of hate and promises of revenge populated the 
headlines of mainstream U.S. newspapers. Afghan women were shown as the victims of Taliban 
brutality. The image of the Muslim male aggressor was juxtaposed against that of the oppressed 
Muslim female’s victimhood. Afghan women and girl’s victimhood was understood as rooted in 
the culture and traditions of the Muslim male aggressor, who was responsible for their silencing 
and “invisibility”. One of the most effective and powerful tools for resisting the Taliban and 
other structures of oppression was identified as empowerment through education. Education and 
schooling were understood as most effective in making visible and giving voice to the challenges 
and risks of Muslim women and girls living in violent conflict and war. Girls’ education, in 
particular, was identified as a key discursive justification for the Afghan War (Novelli, 2010b, 
p.457). Educational progress became a means of demonstrating the success of the occupation 
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(Novelli, 2010b, p.457). The trope of the Muslim woman in need of saving from the violence of 
Muslim men took center stage.  
To be clear, the fight for girls’ education in the context of international development did 
not start in the context of Afghanistan. The development community has long been engaged in 
the struggle for girls’ education. What is unique is that this geopolitically charged moment 
presented an opportunity to raise the Muslim girl as a powerful image and symbol of the global 
girls’ education movement. The Afghan girl child offered a compelling narrative that 
demonstrated the urgent need for investing in girls’ education around the globe. The safety and 
education of Afghan women and girls became deeply rooted in a complex conflict with no end in 
sight. The influence of geopolitics on development policy and discourse became more pervasive 
than ever.  
Some of the first traces of the use of the war on terror framing in education and 
development discourse and policy is in the language and imagery used to begin discussions on 
education. One of the earliest illustrations of this is in the 2002 Education For All Global 
Monitoring Report. This EFA report was the first to be published post-9/11. Interestingly, 
UNESCO used an image of Afghan girls hidden under the Taliban-imposed burqa as the 
backdrop for the cover of the report. Printed on top of this image was the title: Education for All: 
IS THE WORLD ON TRACK? The rhetorical question is answered by the picture of these girls in 
front of a mud laid house. The message is clearly articulated that much work is to be done if 
Muslim girls in Afghanistan are to be brought back on track. The question of how is elaborated 
on within the report using concepts like, global citizenship, democracy, agency, empowerment, 
quality education, and investment. Educational investment in Muslim majority regions of 
conflict and post-conflict is raised as urgent through the employment of these often times overly 
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simplistic, vague, and poorly defined concepts. There is much confusion as to how these 
concepts are employed on the ground. Nonetheless, the war on terror discourse pushes forward 
the urgency and need to act fast and with force. As a result, post 9/11, Afghanistan has become 
one of several Muslim majority countries to experience increased investment in low-income 
education systems, however, this occurred in parallel with the development of US military bases 
used as launching pads for military activities in the region (Novelli, 2010b, p.458).  
As the goals and objectives of military intervention began to increasingly align with the 
goals and objectives of education, attacking education seems to have become a key strategy of 
the Taliban. This is reflected in the widespread and growing attacks on educational institutions, 
students, personnel and also those involved in or engaging with education issues. Girls’ schools 
are reported as the most targeted and affected by the rise in Taliban-led attacks. As a result, girls’ 
education in the region has suffered great setbacks.             
In the past fifteen years or so since the start of the war on terror, Northwest Pakistan, like 
Afghanistan, has seen a rise in the targeting of girls’ education by the military and Taliban. In 
2007, after the Taliban took over large parts of the Swat Valley, they began a violent campaign 
against girls’ education. Over 900 girls’ schools were forced to close and over 120,000 girls 
stopped attending school (Human Rights Watch, 2017, p. 39). In the same year, female students 
of the Jamia Hafsa madrasa, located in the nation’s capital Islamabad, were at the forefront of 
anti-state and anti-western protests. These protests and the violence that ensued ultimately 
resulted in the Pakistani military waging a violent offensive against the madrasa and its students.  
Both the Jamia Hafsa incident and the events in the Swat Valley, raise the diverse 
experiences of schooling in conflict and the tentative interrelationship between education and 
violent conflict. Yet, how these incidents are translated and re-framed to inform global policies 
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on Muslim girls’ education remains highly problematic. In order to illustrate the power and 
promise of investing in girls’ education, the complex and largely understudied case of the female 
madrasa becomes a contextual detail. Rather, it is the situation in Swat that has garnered the 
attention of an international development community that celebrates one of the important roles of 
girls’ education as a unique and powerful counter terrorism strategy (sources: EFA, HRW). 
Subsequently, the most well-known and powerful example of this strategy and the returns of this 
sort of investment in Muslim girls is the story of Malala. The Malala Fund, an international, non-
profit organization that fights for girls’ education founded by Malala, uses her experiences of 
growing-up and schooling in the Swat Valley to give visibility and voice to the barriers 
preventing more than 130 million girls around the world from going to school (www.malala.org).  
The focus in the field of development on Muslim girls and Pashtun childhood is 
welcomed and a necessary perspective to understand in relation to the global issue of girls’ 
education. However, where the problem arises is in the framing, packaging, and constructing of 
narratives used to inform education initiatives, policies, and discourses that disregard the 
diversity of childhood experiences in regions of conflict. In regard to this problematique, my 
dissertation is an intervention into a much-needed debate about girls’ education and Pashtun 
children more generally who have grown-up during the war on terror. Without debates like these 
we risk further marginalizing and silencing Muslim children’s perspectives that do not align with 
Malala’s.  
Theoretical Framework 
The field of girls’ education with a focus on Muslim girls’ and Pashtun children’s 
schooling post-9/11 can greatly benefit from a theoretical framework that uses Subaltern Studies 
to do a re-reading of the timely and relevant literature on conflict theories in education and the 
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New Social Studies of Childhood (NSSC). This theoretical framework was central to the 
formulation of my research questions, methods, and analysis. Furthermore, borrowing from these 
literatures I constructed a theoretical framework that helped in broadening concepts of 
childhood, agency, schooling, education, and conflict. Methodologically, all three fields of study 
were essential in understanding and engaging with an extremely vulnerable and marginalized 
Muslim community navigating the complexities of life under the war on terror. Along these 
lines, I used these questions to engage with these bodies of literature: How do “we” as scholars 
interested in Muslim children’s perspectives and experiences in conflict and post-conflict 
schooling scenarios construct an evidence-based understanding of girls’ education for the 
purpose of grounding educational interventions in the lived experiences and needs of students 
and their communities? How do we formulate the right questions? How do we formulate 
methodological approaches that allow us to break the barriers of engagement with Muslim 
children? How do we ask questions and develop methods that do not strengthen the agent versus 
victim dichotomy?  
The New Social Studies of Childhood (NSSC). The NSSC has brought childhood into 
theory building in fields of not only education and conflict but international development, 
postcolonial studies, literature, and history to name a few. Children are viewed as more than just 
appendices to adult society. They are understood as agents who make a crucial contribution to 
the reproduction and sustenance of cultural forms (Evers, S., Notermans, E., van Ommering, E., 
2011; Hirschfeld, 2000; James, 2007). The rising field of child-centered studies is particularly 
valuable while researching in school settings where children are a majority and their best 
interests, needs, and safety must be prioritized. Schooling in conflict is one setting in which 
children’s own experiences cannot afford to be disregarded. Child-centered studies can in fact 
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provide a better understanding of the complex dynamic of schooling in conflict which impacts 
different sectors of the schooling population in diverse ways (Corsaro, 2005).  
The NSSC as a theoretical framework helps with research conducted in non-western, 
local contexts like Peshawar, Pakistan where as a researcher you find yourself forced into a 
certain framing of childhood. Here it is important to not only raise the NSSC’s discussion of 
children as agents and making them visible, but also, the idea that childhood cannot be viewed as 
a fixed category, state of being or status. Childhood is, rather, an interpretive frame for 
understanding the early years of life (James & Prout, 1990), but with the premise that childhood 
is shaped by experience. This broadening of the concept of childhood creates space for a 
diversity of childhoods to be included in fields like girls’ education, schooling in conflict, and 
development studies where a narrower and static understanding of childhood continues to be 
employed. This raises the crucial need for more contextually rich and detailed ethnographic 
research with children whose childhoods remain less visible or are even claimed to be “lost”.  
Research with Pashtun children can contribute to widening the theoretical focus within 
the NSSC, which has been largely western-centric, to include research in non-western contexts 
like Northwest Pakistan. Scholars like Alcinda Honwana and Filip De Boeck (2005) raise the 
need for more research conducted with children in the Global South to inform theory. They point 
to the troubling reality that the most oft-cited works within the NSSC concentrate on European 
and American contexts. To date, I have not been able to locate a sociological study of Pashtun 
childhood, thus the research presented here addresses an important gap. 
Education and Conflict.  Scholars in the field of Education and Conflict are working 
towards building a broader, more relevant, grounded, and more critical understanding of the 
relationship between education and conflict and how to research education in non-stable and 
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volatile contexts using child-centered research (Davies, 2004; Hart, 2011; Novelli, 2009, 2010a, 
2010b; Novelli & Cardozo, 2008; van Ommering, 2011). In today’s armed conflicts, the military 
and political targeting of educational institutions, their students, and personnel is on the rise. The 
Human Rights Watch (2007) Report Education Under Attack highlights this alarming trend. The 
report describes how attacks on schools may be ideologically, religiously, politically, or 
militarily informed, while causing the death, injury, abduction, and flight of students and 
educational workers, destruction of buildings and materials, as well as psychological trauma, 
fear, and stress. The report underlines, however, that no accurate data exist on the amount and 
scale of attacks on schools, nor on their actual impact (HRW, 2007).  
Looking specifically at schooling in conflict and post-conflict scenarios amongst Muslim 
majority populations, the work of Mario Novelli is critical (Novelli, 2009, 2010a, 2010b; Novelli 
& Cardozo, 2008). Novelli’s exploration of the new and troubling relationship between 
education and the new geopolitics of the war on terror raises the challenges, dilemmas, and risks 
associated with working in this particular field (2010b). Development agencies, NGOs, 
practitioners, and academics face great hurdles in regions like Northwest Pakistan where the war 
on terror is most pervasive. Novelli raises several key points. First and foremost, if researchers 
and practitioners carry any hope of informing and constructing relevant and safe education 
initiatives there must be an honest exploration of the North’s responsibility and complicity in 
generating conflict in the South. In the context of Northwest Pakistan this means dealing with the 
reality of the U.S. led drone program; the U.S. sale of weapons in the region; and the 
construction of military bases. This conversation provides an important context for 
understanding the breakdown of trust in western-led (U.S. in particular) humanitarian and 
development organizations. Going in as western academics, policy experts, NGOs, and aid 
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workers it is critical that “we” understand how to navigate this geopolitically charged 
environment in ways that center safety and the well-being of local participants, communities, and 
ourselves. Our research and how we conduct it can greatly impact the children and families that 
we engage with. Second, there is the urgent need to understand and carefully translate how the 
war on terror as a global phenomenon is altering the local landscape. In particular, how are 
Muslim communities and childhoods in general engaging with this phenomenon and at the same 
time being concretely impacted by it? In understanding girls’ education in Northwest Pakistan, 
Malala’s case shows us the educational risks and challenges that Pashtun girls encounter. It 
becomes clear that if we continue to romanticize Muslim girls schooling experiences and use the 
war on terror as a framework for understanding childhood and education, educational policy and 
programs aimed at promoting peace through girls’ empowerment will fail to reach their ends. 
What is perhaps worse is that these policies and programs will be more harmful and dangerous 
for local childhoods and communities. Against this theoretical backdrop is revealed the power 
and politics embedded in the “global” telling of Malala’s story, yet little is understood about how 
this story is read and re-read by Pashtun children navigating schooling in conflict.            
Novelli’s (2010b) work is important in understanding how geopolitics as a framework for 
understanding Muslim childhood, education, and schooling presents great challenges and risks 
for researchers and children engaged in this sort of research. Yet, his work does not discuss safer 
ways of engaging in child-centered research in such contexts. How do we access Pashtun 
children’s perspectives that reside outside of the “global” telling of Malala’s narrative? Where do 
we go? How do we access these perspectives and best translate them? 
Recent scholarship raises the need for more child-centered, local studies in schooling 
contexts that can clearly elucidate the tentative interrelationship between education and violent 
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conflict. The work of both Jason Hart (2011, 2014, 2015, 2016) and Erik van Ommering (2011) 
have contributed greatly to a field that has only recently raised the theoretical strength of 
childhood studies. Both raise the need and value of critical, context-specific ethnographic 
research on schooling in conflict that represents a diversity of childhoods. To begin, the 
uncritical lauding of education as the solution, the key to harmony, the key to building social 
justice, peace and hope for the future puts the focus on mere access to education. However, 
research on schooling in conflict reveal inequalities and discrimination as significant examples of 
the potentially disparaging consequences of schooling in conflict-affected societies (van 
Ommering, 2011). There is an increasing acknowledgement that education can be as much part 
of the solution as the cause of violent strife (Bush & Saltarelli, 2000; Davies, 2004; Seitz, 2004; 
Sommers, 2002). Thus, the assumption that formal education plays a particular or significant role 
in children’s lives is highly problematic. This research raises the perceptiveness to the tentative 
interrelationship between education and violent conflict, and the urgent need for advanced 
research that clarifies this complex dynamic. There continues to exist a lack of knowledge 
regarding practical guidelines as to how educational programs should be designed and 
implemented to enhance schools’ constructive potentials (van Ommering, 2011). This lack of 
knowledge continues to complicate policy-making and program implementation. Secondly, 
educational research and interventions must be grounded in the lived experiences and needs of 
students and the larger communities they reside in. Hart (2011, 2015) highlights the diverse 
experiences of childhood and schooling in conflict as critical in realizing the diverse situations, 
needs, and struggles of young people. Cookie-cutter approaches not only fail to go beyond the 
walls of development organizations, but also make it difficult to engage with children living in 
these contexts. Finally, children, as they actively engage and contribute to the social realities in 
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which they live, take us beyond the classroom when constructing, reinforcing, and redefining 
narratives and experiences of conflict (van Ommering, 2011). Thus, using child-centered 
research as a theoretical lens it becomes clear how multifaceted and context dependent the 
relationship between education and conflict really is. Child-centered studies become a pre-
requisite, in many ways, before education can have its desired peace-affirming impact. 
Furthermore, the unrealistic picture of peace and unity that is propagated through the “global” 
reading of narratives like Malala’s become problematic as a model for Muslim girls’ and Pashtun 
children’s participation in debates on girls’ education. 
Subaltern Studies. Subaltern Studies informed the theoretical framing of this study by 
providing a re-reading of the NSSC and conflict theories in education. Subaltern Studies, which 
builds upon the work of Antonio Gramsci, was established by a group of South Asian scholars 
referred to as the Subaltern Collective. They began this field of study in the 1980s as a response 
to the limitations they perceived in post-colonial theory and other frameworks that existed at the 
time. While there is a spectrum of interpretations of subaltern studies, there are four key 
characteristics that resonated with me in terms of how I approached my research. First, in 
contrast with top-down approaches, or understanding the subaltern within macro/global 
frameworks, subaltern studies raises a grounded approach by re-orienting one’s analysis to place 
the subaltern at the center. Second, compared to other fields such as post-colonial theory, there is 
a great push towards a philosophy of praxis. Third, post-colonial theory often depends on 
binaries of subordination like: colonizer and the colonized; oppressor and oppressed. Subaltern 
studies dismiss the unilateral direction of power in these relationships to also incorporate and 
document the agency of the subaltern. Lastly, educational landscapes/spaces are not uniform. 
Subaltern studies push us as education researchers to work with the complexity and multitude of 
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identities that the subaltern possess. The subaltern, their agency, and the spaces they occupy are 
not stagnant or homogenous. Rather, they are responsive to external pressures and expressions of 
agency and evolve over time.   
Using Subaltern Studies to inform theoretical debates on children’s agency within bodies 
of literature like the NSSC and conflict theories in education helps in constructing a more 
responsive, accountable, and flexible theoretical and methodological approach while researching 
with extremely vulnerable populations. This allowed my research to become more interventionist 
by centering the subaltern in my analysis and by paying particular attention to the documentation 
of agency. In doing so, I draw on the theoretical contributions of Gayatri Spivak to the field of 
Subaltern Studies. Early on, Spivak began to question some of the main premises of the 
Subaltern Collective. What I found particularly insightful for my own research is her critique of 
the representations of the subaltern, and the problematic documentation and theorization of 
subaltern agency that she raises in her groundbreaking essay Can the Subaltern Speak? (1988). 
In this essay, Spivak engages with the idea that representation has not withered away and by 
saying the subaltern can speak “authentically” in regard to his or her silence/oppression is not 
only problematic but leads to the further muting of the subaltern. Thus, she raises the role of the 
intellectual or “expert” in translating or documenting the subaltern’s agency. She writes, 
I think it is important to acknowledge our complicity in the muting [emphasis added], 
in order precisely to, be more effective in the long run...I am able to read Bhubaneswari’s 
case, and therefore she has spoken in some way...All speaking...entails a distanced 
decipherment by another, which is at best, an interception. This is what speaking is” 
(Spivak, 2010, p. 2207).   
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In underlining the role of the researcher in this way, Spivak exposes the often times obscured 
position of the intellectual as the invisible non-representor. In Spivak’s articulation of agency the 
subaltern does speak in some way, but all speaking “entails a distanced decipherment by 
another.” The subaltern in this study is the Pashtun girl and her agency conceptualized in this 
way leaves no room for overly romanticized and simplistic views of the subaltern’s experiences 
and speech. The question then arises: how does one proceed when researching with the 
subaltern? What does this decipherment by another look like, or what should it look like? These 
questions for me were critical because of the frustrations I was feeling towards the “global” 
construction and celebration of Malala’s narrative and corresponding notions of agency.  
Research Questions 
Using this theoretical framework, I situate this debate about girls’ education at the 
intersection of the local and global. First, to underline the contributions of localized research in 
the realm of global policy and discourse. Second, to illustrate the concrete impact of global 
policy and discourse on local populations like Pashtun children. Positioning the conversation on 
girls’ education in this way, I ask:  
1. What is the relationship between geopolitics and girls’ education?   
2. How have policies and discourses derived from international development shaped views 
about Muslim girls and their education?  
3. How is the story of Malala connected to these two questions?  
Dissertation Organization 
 I observe and explore the relationship between geopolitics and girls’ education at two 
levels: the global and local. To begin, the global is defined and understood by looking at policies 
and discourses derived from international development organizations that present views of 
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Muslim girls’ and their education rooted in the problematic language and discourse of the war on 
terror. The local level is defined and observed by understanding and incorporating Pashtun 
children’s diverse experiences of growing-up and going to school in the district of Peshawar. In 
an attempt to better illustrate the relationship between geopolitics and girls’ education from both 
global and local perspectives, I use the story of Malala. Malala’s story is a local case that has 
come to represent a global movement and inspire a new model for children’s participation. More 
importantly, her story is at the center of the fight for girls’ education worldwide.  
 Any debate on Muslim girls’ education must include a discussion on the implications of 
the “global” translation of Muslim girls’ narratives, like Malala Yousafzai’s, that align girls’ 
education with geopolitical goals. In my research, I present two different readings of Malala’s 
story to further elucidate the complex relationship between geopolitics and girls’ education. In 
the first reading, I use historical and critical policy analysis to situate Malala’s narrative within a 
global context that not only gave rise to her activism, but also led to her being attacked. I begin 
this analysis in Chapter 2 by critiquing and exploring the heightened visibility of Muslim girls’ 
agency as a global phenomenon. I raise questions of children’s agency as they arise in the 
literature of international development. I focus on two historic documents of that era: The United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) and the Jomtien Declaration (World 
Declaration on Education for All, 1990) that gave rise to normative notions of childhood, 
agency, and education that become particularly troublesome post-9/11. Through a review of 
international development literature, Chapter 3 highlights how global ideas around childhood, 
schooling, and agency are translated in Pakistan. Particular attention is given to how Pakistan is 
constructed within the larger international development discourse that views education as a tool 
for measuring the successes of nations and their citizens struggling towards the EFA goals. 
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Chapters 2 and 3 illustrate how the global telling of Malala’s story is a part of this larger 
phenomenon that is historically rooted in the UNCRC and Jomtien Declaration. In Chapter 4, I 
focus on the rise of a new model for children’s participation and activism that has arisen 
alongside the “global” translation of Malala’s narrative. I argue this model becomes particularly 
troublesome in geopolitical hotspots like Northwest Pakistan where the effects of the war on 
terror are most pervasive.  
 In the second reading of Malala’s story or rather re-reading (Chapter 6), I use life 
histories and critical media analysis to situate her narrative within the local context that she grew 
up in and went to school. Using the NSSC’s views on childhood and Spivak’s discussion on the 
subaltern and agency (Spivak, 1989, 2010), I center Malala’s childhood experiences as a Pashtun 
girl growing up during the war on terror. Consequently, her activism and the subsequent building 
of her agency by national and international journalists reveals the risks and grave consequences 
of aligning young Muslim girls’ voices with geopolitical goals. Children’s agency and voice are 
no longer romanticized, but rather contextualized. It becomes clear that the platforms given to 
Muslim girls like Malala are not only dangerous and harmful for local childhoods, but also may 
fail to reach their ends. I end the chapter by raising the detracting voices from Malala’s province 
that arose soon after her attack in 2012. I focus particularly on Pashtun reactions that articulate 
the inability to engage with the “global” telling of Malala’s story and overall message. From this 
local vantage point, I question the relevancy and effectiveness of the global child-centered 
approach to girls’ education rooted in the CRC and Jomtien. 
 The global and local readings of Malala’s story bring into focus a monolithic view of 
Muslim girls’ and views of their education that disregard the diverse experiences of childhood 
and schooling in conflict. The translation of Malala’s story raises the reality that in fact there is a 
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lack of knowledge and urgent need for advanced research conducted in local settings that further 
clarifies the complex dynamic of education and conflict in the context of girls’ education.  
Consequently, in the last part of the dissertation (Chapters 7,8,9), I raise the unique vantage point 
of Pashtun children growing-up and going to school during the war on terror to understand 
educational challenges and risks that arise in this context. Using child-centered, ethnographic 
research, I present data collected across three unique school settings situated in the district of 
Peshawar. Within these settings I highlight the diversity of experiences of schooling and 
childhood in conflict that lets us understand more closely the relationship between girls’ 
education and geopolitics. In these data chapters, the agent versus victim dichotomy becomes de-
centered. What surfaces is the active contributions of Pashtun children to the social realities in 
which they live. More precisely, the constructing, reinforcing, and redefining of narratives and 
experiences of conflict that simultaneously reject and embrace dominant narratives like Malala’s.    
 In the conclusion (Chapter 10), I re-examine the question of how and why we invest in 
Muslim girls’ education in the context of the merging of geopolitics and girls’ education. To 
reiterate, from the global and local readings of Malala’s story it becomes clear that there is no 
simple answer that can be applied across the board. The current approach is not only highly 
problematic, but uninformed, lacking knowledge, reliable data, and based off of harmful 
assumptions. The voices of Pashtun children that I share can and must be incorporated within 
debates about girls’ education. The need to move beyond Malala’s story is imperative in order to 
include these diverse perspectives and understand the educational challenges and risks that have 






CHAPTER 2: QUESTIONS OF CHILDRENS’ AGENCY IN DEBATES ON GIRLS’ 
EDUCATION 
 
Debates about girls’ education and Pashtun children more generally who have grown-up 
during the war on terror are rooted in international development discourses heavily influenced by 
U.S. foreign policy priorities in the MENA regions and South Asia. These discourses are derived 
from policy documents informed by geopolitical goals and ambitions in the region. Views about 
Muslim girls and their education are centered in these larger debates leading to a host of issues.     
Muslim children and their education have been embroiled in geopolitics and the war on terror in 
the post 9/11 period. Yet, the dangerous consequences generated from the logic of geopolitics 
remains overshadowed by romantic notions of children’s agency informed by narratives of 
childhood and schooling in Muslim majority communities. In addition, development 
organizations provide platforms for engagement that do not address the unique challenges and 
risks that accompany children’s participation in a wider public sphere. Instead, in the age of 
social media, children and their communities are presented with online platforms and tools of 
engagement that are raised as “safer” and more “democratic” ways of participating and 
informing debates on girls’ education while living under extremely precarious circumstances. 
For instance, global education initiatives like the UN led Education for All movement and the 
Malala Fund raise these online platforms as central in “raising voices” and encouraging young 
girls living in Pakistan, Afghanistan, Nigeria, and Syria to articulate their own educational needs, 
interests, and challenges.     
The heightened visibility of Muslim girls’ agency is a global phenomenon that requires 
exploration and critique. Questions of children’s agency that frame this chapter are the 
following: Why are Muslim girls’ voices and stories being sought out? Who is providing 
platforms and opportunities for participation in debates on girls’ education? How are views about 
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Muslim girls’ agency/ voices being given visibility? How is their agency being documented? 
What are the consequences and problems that arise alongside the tenuous relationship between 
geopolitics and girls’ education?  
Post 9/11 discourses and policies derived from international development shape views 
about Muslim girls and their education. They are historically rooted in ideas of children’s agency 
and corresponding notions of childhood and education dating back to the post-Cold war era. In 
this historic era, both the United Nations Conventions on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 
(1989) and the Jomtien Declaration (1990) gave rise to a post-Cold war model for mass 
schooling that centered ideas of the global child, children’s agency, and education defined within 
a rights-based discourse. In this model of schooling, a child’s individual development and the 
progress of the nation was understood as the right and responsibility of the child. In this rights-
based discourse, education is understood as a catalyst for all development processes and 
children’s agency. The characteristics of the global child is centered around the idea that children 
are social actors, active agents and autonomous human beings. This brings into focus the idea 
that children’s agency is rooted in the child’s ability to construct their life in their own right, a 
process that will supposedly lead to more humane practices and policies.  
Questions of children’s agency via concepts like children’s participation and 
corresponding notions of childhood begin with the UNCRC (1989). The UNCRC quickly 
became the most rapidly and widely ratified international human rights treaty in history 
(Vandenbroeck & Bouverne-De Bie, 2006) and its influence in the realm of development policy 
is far-reaching. Of interest here is how the concepts and discourse of the UNCRC permeated the 
field of education. In particular, how are questions of children’s agency in the context of 
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education framed and understood from this historical vantage point? How did this give rise to a 
focus on Muslim girls’ agency via education?  
To address these questions of children’s agency and participation we need to examine 
five international development policy documents: the UNCRC (1989); the Jomtien Declaration 
(World Declaration on Education for All, 1990); the Dakar Framework for Action 
(DFA)(UNESCO, 2000); the 2001 EFA monitoring Report (UNESCO, 2001); and the 2002 EFA 
Global Monitoring Report (UNESCO, 2002). I use these documents to raise questions of 
children’s agency in the context of international development with a focus on the post 9/11 
reformulation of earlier ideas of childhood and education. Four major policy imperatives emerge 
from this literature:  children’s agency on the global stage; realizing children’s agency through 
education; realizing children’s agency through girls’ education; and children’s agency in the age 
of social media. I draw on the critical scholarship of the New Social Studies of Childhood and 
Education and Conflict literatures to develop a conceptual framework that raises the value of 
children’s participation but presents the current formulations of children’s agency as potentially 
harmful, manipulative, unethical, and in violation of children’s rights. This theoretical vantage 
point is critical for developing my own child-centered, ethnographic approach in researching 
with Pashtun children growing up during the war on terror and understanding children’s agency 
from this unique vantage point. To conclude the chapter, I show how the Subaltern Studies 
collective can help to inform the NSSC and Education and Conflict fields in ways that can make 
our work truly interventionist. I use Gayatri Spivak’s well-known essay “Can the Subaltern 
Speak?” to explore the tensions around the “doing” of ethnography with Pashtun children living 
in conflict. Spivak’s discussion on the subaltern helps us to analyze the push towards excavating, 
producing, and analyzing child-centered data that informs policy. The pressure to “perform” and 
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make big claims risks further marginalizing and silencing children’s perspectives that do not fit 
within the existing frameworks of thought.    
Theoretical Frameworks 
In the same year that the UNCRC was ratified, the NSSC arose as a critical body of 
scholarship that raised the challenges and issues that have accompanied the global visibility of 
children’s agency within the field of international development. NSSC research raises the risks 
and challenges of the UNCRC’s myopic focus on rights and responsibilities that neglects 
diversity and social context. Early on scholars argued for a fuller understanding of childhood that 
was methodologically possible through a sociological approach which centers the lived 
experiences of children in order to understand how they are growing-up and making meaning of 
diverse experiences (Alanen, 1992; James & Prout, 1990, James, Jenks, & Prout, 1998; 
Qvortrup, 1987, 1991; Qvortrup et al., 1994). Hence, childhood is understood as not static, but 
rather shaped by lived experience. Well-defined qualities and characteristics of childhood 
become problematic. James and Prout’s (1990) definition of “childhood as an interpretive frame 
for understanding the early years of life” is an analytically rich theorization that creates space for 
a multiplicity of childhoods that can inform conversations on children’s agency that risk 
oversimplification and over-romanticizing children’s concrete experiences. Using these more 
robust theorizations of childhood, NSSC literature highlights how the UNCRC’s formulation of 
children’s agency is not only highly problematic, but also analytically weak in its understanding 
of the dynamic role that children can play in development processes. Children’s agency is not 
about having power versus not but more so about how power is experienced, negotiated, and 
permeates children’s social realities (Stryker & Yngvesson, 2013). Children as full members of 
society are also constrained by existing rules, norms, and values. Like adults, they innovate, but 
in ways that are specific to their positioning as children.  
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Schools are confined contexts and are powerful ‘external’ socializing agencies where 
agency can be difficult to locate and document. In these confined contexts, NSSC scholarship 
points to a necessary focus on the ways in which children are actively contributing to cultural 
production and change as full members of society, but at the same time are constrained by 
existing rules, norms, and values (Corsaro, 2005). In schooling contexts, the more fluid 
conceptualization of children’s agency discussed above is more analytically useful. To reiterate, 
children’s agency is not only about having or expressing power, but, more so, about actively 
negotiating and innovating within confined contexts like the school. This understanding 
challenges traditional ideas of socialization, and assumptions that children are passive recipients 
of schooling. While this more fluid view of agency borrows somewhat from the early work of 
feminists, the NSSC is unique in its vibrant and growing discussion on developing more careful 
methods in documenting the nuance and complexity of children’s agency in ways that are 
ethical, responsible, and safe (Punch, 2002). 
The urgent need for more children’s ethnographies conducted in non-Western contexts is 
a critique of the larger body of literature whose oft-cited works on childhood and agency remain 
centered in western contexts. Scholars like Alcinda Honwana and Filip DeBoeck (2005) have 
long raised the detrimental effects of ignoring formulations of childhood and agency understood 
from the vantage point of research conducted in the Global South. Their pioneering edited 
volume Makers and Breakers: Children and Youth in Postcolonial Africa (2005) raises the value 
of theorizations of childhood and agency extrapolated from research from the postcolonial 
African context that can better inform policy and practice. Western constructions of the child as a 
point of reference is de-centered. The notion of a singular, unchanging and ‘normal’ childhood as 
31 
 
a measure against which children residing in the Global South are defined and their agency 
understood is further problematized (Dyson, 2014). 
The second body of literature that informs the theoretical framing of this study is conflict 
theories in education. More recently, this critical body of scholarship has been pushing for child-
centered research in school settings to better clarify the role of education in conflict. My 
engagement with this growing field of study focuses on post-9/11 research that uses the NSSC’s 
formulations of childhood and agency to better understand the multifaceted and contextual 
interrelationship between education and conflict amidst the increasing educational challenges 
and risks that have arisen alongside the war on terror. In addition, the extremely relevant and 
urgent localized research conducted on schooling in conflict helps to challenge deeply 
entrenched notions of children’s agency, childhood, education, and conflict that continue to be 
employed by international development discourses claiming to raise the “best interests” and 
“needs of the child” without more evidence-based research that clearly articulates children’s 
diverse needs and interests.   
 To begin, recent scholarship examines the new, troubling relationship between education 
and the war on terror (Novelli, 2010b). The breakdown of local trust in humanitarian and 
development organizations takes into account the educational challenges and issues that go 
beyond the classroom setting. Mario Novelli (2010b) argues the development community 
remains uncritical of the North’s responsibility and complicity in generating conflict in the 
South. This observation raises the barriers of engagement that make research with Muslim 
children and communities living in violent conflict and war not only difficult, but nearly 
impossible.     
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At the center of debates on the tenuous interrelationship between education and conflict 
are theorizations of childhood and children’s agency (van Ommering, 2011; Hart, 2011, 2015; 
Davies, 2005; Novelli, 2010a, 2010b). Central to this discussion is the role children’s 
perspectives can play in grounding educational interventions in the lived experiences and needs 
of students (van Ommering, 2011). Along these lines, children’s diverse narratives and 
experiences around schooling in conflict are centered in order to highlight the diverse situations, 
needs, and struggles of children growing up amidst violent conflict (Hart, 2011, 2015; van 
Ommering, 2011). This problematizes the assumption of a common experience amongst children 
living in conflict. Children are actively contributing to the social realities in which they live by 
constructing, reinforcing, and re-defining narratives and experiences of conflict (van Ommering, 
2011). To reiterate, their perspectives can help to ground educational discourses, policies, and 
interventions to address the concerns and needs of local populations.  
Lastly, Lynn Davies (2005), Jason Hart (2011, 2014), and Mario Novelli (2010a, 2010b) 
present a more cautious and critical approach towards the assumption that formal education, 
particularly schooling, necessarily plays a particular or significant role in children’s lives. This 
leads us to question if schooling does in fact make a contribution to children’s material 
conditions and their learning. If school-based education is a means of building peace, what are 
the roles of children, their families and communities living in conflict to reconciliation efforts? 
What is the best way to engage children’s perspectives for the purposes of peace and 
reconciliation? How can we even begin to address these questions while there is scarce empirical 
evidence that education and schooling can and do play a significant role in equipping children 
with such skills? Yet, children living in conflict are still sought out and pushed to the forefront of 
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discussions on conflict resolution and peace-building as the “best” advocates in testifying to the 
power and promise of education and schooling.  
 Children’s Agency on the Global Stage 
Highlighting children’s agency on the global stage puts a spotlight on how views of 
Muslim girls and their education are historically rooted in discourses and policies derived from 
international development that date back to the post-Cold War era. In 1989, with the fall of the 
Berlin Wall, the world was at the threshold of a new century, with all its promise and 
possibilities. With this came the centering of western liberal democratic concepts like individual 
rights. This focus on individual rights was seen as critical amidst the urgent need to re-build a 
world emerging from a devastating war. A time of great optimism, accompanied by the rise of 
globalization, raised the rights and responsibilities of all citizens showing the strength and need 
for strong democracies across the world.  
The vision for a better tomorrow raised the visibility of children growing up in 
postcolonial nations, referred to in the international development literature as “emerging 
democracies.” Children in the Global South faced great challenges. They grew-up facing high 
rates of poverty, gender disparity, illiteracy, and instability. Development policy could no longer 
afford to exclude these childhoods that were imagined as most in need of democratic norms and 
values. Their contributions were critical to the strengthening of democracies world-wide. The 
realization of children’s rights and responsibilities, accompanied by the strength of this global 
moment, gave birth to a new “global” model of development that made visible children’s agency 
in international development. The UNCRC (1989) is the historic document that arose during this 
era and provided the rights-based discourse that brought childhood into the realm of international 
development policy. It was ratified by 196 nations making it the most rapidly and widely ratified 
international human rights treaty in history (Vandenbroeck & Bouverne-De Bie, 2006).  
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The conventions dealt with child-specific needs and rights and required states to act in the 
“best interests of the child.” The UNCRC not only made children visible, but also changed the 
way children were viewed and treated. NSSC scholars have long been engaged in debates on 
children’s agency on the global stage and continue to critique notions of children’s agency and 
childhood rooted in this historic document. In these debates, the concept of children’s 
participation articulated in Article 12 is the focus of NSSC critiques. On the other hand, amongst 
development “experts” Article 12 is interpreted as highlighting the importance of children’s right 
to participate. This makes it one of the most frequently cited articles of the UNCRC.  
Article 12 raises the idea of an autonomous child now responsible for realizing her rights 
and knowing her own life needs and interests. Furthermore, the autonomous child is understood 
as being able to deal with any challenges or risks adequately. NSSC scholarship importantly 
critiques the UNCRC’s reference to a universal, free-standing, individual child on a particular 
developmental trajectory. While this view of childhood brought children into sight, it did so in a 
way that further marginalized them. First, the diversity of childhoods and social contexts in 
which children live and in which rights have to be realized are neglected (Reynaert et al., 2009). 
NSSC scholars highlight the important features and contexts in which children are “growing up” 
and push for a more complex reading of the UNCRC and its application within policy (Reynaert 
et al., 2009; Vandenbroeck & Bouverne-De Bie, 2006). Second, differences in children’s cultural 
backgrounds risked being ignored. Understanding children as culturally situated reveals the webs 
of relations and interdependencies that are otherwise glossed over when images of the 
autonomous child are raised. Culture shapes experience in very profound ways and must be 
viewed as fluid and in motion. Taking into account children’s cultural backgrounds also 
highlights how they are situated within a context that shapes and is shaped by children. This 
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formulation of childhood is critical in arriving at a more realistic and grounded understanding of 
children’s agency. Lastly, scholars like Anne Dyson (2014) use their research in non-western 
contexts to problematize these interpretations of childhood and agency articulated in Article 12.  
Anne Dyson’s research (2014) on childhood in rural India reveals how problematic this 
expression of agency has become. Relevant to this study is Dyson’s discussion of a “discourse of 
responsibilization” that views vulnerable childhoods in ways that neglect the structures of power 
that shape children’s participation and agency (p.6). Children’s independence is emphasized, and 
they are responsible for tackling issues like poverty, patriarchy, militancy, and oppression on 
their own. Furthermore, the realization of their right to an education and participation is another 
added burden of responsibility for children that are already burdened with the realities of 
schooling in conflict. Dyson’s analysis points to the need to situate and understand children’s 
participation and agency in ways that view childhood as embedded within the structures of 
history, economics, and politics that shape and are shaped by children.         
Realizing Children’s Agency through Education. 
The realization of children’s agency through education is a concept derived from 
international development policies and discourses that has gained great traction since the start of 
the Education for All movement (1990) and even more so since the start of the US led war on 
terror. Yet, many questions of children’s agency arise alongside the uncritical lauding of the 
transformative power of schooling in particular. What happens when schooling is centered in 
discussions on children’s agency rather than childhood? How and why does girls’ schooling 
become a focus when raising the realization of children’s agency through education?  It becomes 
obvious through an exploration of policy documents that arose in the post-Cold War era and into 
the first year of the war on terror that formulaic approaches that neglected children’s diverse 
lived experiences presented children’s agency as a static concept that reinforced the agent versus 
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victim dichotomy. The focus on rights and responsibilities remained central in formulations of 
global youth citizenship, particularly in regions with large Muslim populations.         
Just a year after the CRC was ratified, the “international” community3 gathered in 
Jomtien, Thailand, at the World Conference for Education, to dialogue on the place of education 
in human development policy in the context of globalization. The World Declaration on 
Education for All document was produced out of this dialogue, putting in writing a global 
commitment to provide quality basic education, through a rights-based approach, that placed an 
emphasis on schooling and the girl child. The declaration begins with the assertion that 
“everyone has a right to education”, yet “more than 100 million children, including at least 60 
million girls, have no access to primary schooling” (World Declaration on Education for All, 
Preamble, 1990). Schooling became an important indicator in measuring the progress of a nation 
and its citizens towards the EFA goals, and the grooming of global citizens. The declaration 
further stated, “The most urgent priority is to ensure access to, and improve the quality of, 
education for girls and women, and to remove every obstacle that hampers their active 
participation. All gender stereotyping in education should be eliminated” (World Declaration on 
Education for All, Article 3, 1990). Resources began to be poured into the construction of 
schools, curricular materials, and teacher enrichment. National governments were pushed to 
devise strategies to ensure the paths to school were safe for young girls, and that facilities were 
adequate to ensure their on-going education. Campaigns targeting families in rural contexts 
became widespread and raised the importance of educating young girls alongside their male 
family members. The energy and motivation of Jomtien’s vision rippled through communities all 
                                                             
3 UNESCO, UNDP, UNICEF, and the World Bank 
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over the world. Young girls from around the world were on the receiving end of this call to 
action. 
The focus on girls’ schooling is raised once again ten years later in the Dakar Framework 
for Action (UNESCO, 2000). The DFA included six goals, which later led to the formulation of 
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), to be met in the next 15 years, placing a strong 
emphasis on the quality of learning and a renewed commitment to the girl child in particular. 
Girls remained a majority among out-of-school children and youth, which renewed a global 
commitment to girls’ education substantiated by its powerful trans-generational effect, and as a 
key determinant of social development and women’s empowerment (UNESCO, 2000, p. 16). It 
seemed the evidence existed for the power of girls’ schooling in empowering girls to tackle 
deeply rooted historic and economic disadvantages, but still needed to be better incorporated into 
the EFA vision. The second goal articulated this commitment: “by 2015 all children, particularly 
girls, children in difficult circumstances and those belonging to ethnic minorities, have access to 
and complete, free and compulsory primary education of good quality” (p.8). Once again, the 
best approach said to be most suited for realizing this goal, and the overall goal of EFA, was a 
rights-based approach to education. The language of the UNCRC and Jomtien was reproduced in 
the Dakar Framework. The opening pages of the document reinforce this claim by re-
emphasizing the purpose and scope of the EFA as enabling “all individuals to realize their right 
[emphasis added] to learn and fulfill their responsibility to contribute to the development of their 
society (p. 8).” The document also highlights as central to individual empowerment, the 
elimination of poverty, and broader social and economic development. 
The challenges and risks of the EFA’s conceptualization of children’s agency via 
education became most troublesome when raised in the context of girls’ schooling. The burden 
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of agency exerted great pressure on the girl child, alongside the many challenges local girls 
faced, particularly those living in conflict. Furthermore, the assumption that formal education 
plays a particular or significant role in children’s lives made it difficult to engage with children. 
Once again, the lack of evidence-based research questioned views about girls and their education 
derived from international policies and discourses. Post 9/11, these issues and challenges become 
more pronounced as views about Muslim girls’ and their education are informed by the same 
static concepts of children’s agency and childhood employed in this post-Cold War model for 
educating children. 
Muslim girls’ schooling in conflict. The two policy documents that I examine to 
highlight these new challenges and the re-formulation of these concepts centered around the 
Muslim girl child are the 2001 and 2002 EFA GMR Reports (UNESCO, 2001, 2002). Both 
reports were published by UNESCO and are important policy documents in understanding this 
next big shift in educational policy discourse. Additionally, the post 9/11 international 
development focus on the role of education in violent conflict and war illustrates the growing 
influence of geopolitics on the field of development. The realization of children’s agency and 
particularly Muslim girls’ agency through education must be understood in conjunction with this 
influence. The two EFA policy documents more forcefully raise the role of education in fostering 
and building agency. Examining the 2001 report, the first pages present an argument for the 
relevance and re-commitment to the EFA goals and agenda. The question of “why is education 
important?” frames the introductory remarks and references the 9/11 attacks. These remarks 
were written by Kochiro Matsuura, the director general of UNESCO at the time. Matsuura 
(2001) wrote, “[…] EFA has taken on even more importance. The expansion and improvement 
of basic education are vital for addressing two key areas of need […].” He identified the first 
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need as ensuring “nations and peoples acquire better knowledge of one another as a basis for a 
more accurate understanding of their societies, their cultures, their religions, their ways of life 
and their belief-systems.” However, he states knowledge is not enough because “many terrorists 
after all are educated!” Consequently, the second key area of need was a renewed fostering of 
attitudes and values conducive to openness, tolerance, and respect for others. Matsurra 
emphasizes, “the EFA agenda must embrace these needs and concerns if it is to remain relevant 
to the world in which we live” (UNESCO, 2001, foreword). 
While Matsurra’s (UNESO, 2001) comments present a rather abstract vision of education 
and the way forward, it is important to note the shift in language and discourse. We see in 
previous policy documents the definition and value of quality education were broader and less 
defined. In a post-9/11 context, quality education becomes more defined, as concepts of freedom, 
tolerance, openness, respect, empowerment, voice, and agency become more ubiquitous and 
systematically laid out and argued. Similar language is found in foreign policy briefings and 
counter terrorism strategies that raise the importance of education in conflict and war. 
Furthermore, national contexts like Afghanistan and Pakistan were presented as the “best” 
evidence for the vital role that education can play in conflict and were used to reinforce the dire 
need for this discursive shift and approach to tackling the darker side of globalization. In 
particular, the 2002 EFA-GMR (UNESCO, 2002) report further elucidates this point in its use of 
imagery, and choice of title, and content in its opening pages. The cover shows two Afghan 
women, covered head to toe in a blue burqa, and a girl child standing in between them with a 
small blue scarf tied around her head. The title of the report is Education for All: Is the World on 
Track? (UNESCO, 2002) The opening pages raise the central role of education in expanding 
individuals’ freedoms with the introduction of the capabilities approach, which very subtly lays 
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the burden of responsibility upon the shoulders of Muslim majority countries, children, and their 
families.  
Overall, the articulation of children’s agency via debates about girls’ education is more 
pronounced and focused. Ideas of empowerment, voice, and transformation are used more 
strategically and comprehensively in policy documents that raise the tremendous impact and 
investment returns girls’ education displays. The Muslim girl child became the new face of the 
girls’ education movement. Muslim girls became more visible than ever before and more 
initiatives were constructed that provided “new” platforms and opportunities to give voice to the 
educational challenges and risks that accompanied their journey towards the EFA goals.  The 
power and force behind views about Muslim girls’ and their education articulated via 
international development policies and discourses began to permeate the realm of US foreign 
policy. Counterterrorism reports and State Department policy documents raised education as a 
soft approach to counter-terrorism alongside the selling of U.S. weapons, the U.S. led drone 
program, and the construction of U.S. military bases in countries like Pakistan, Afghanistan, and 
Somalia. What became increasingly troublesome was how intertwined the message of girls’ 
education was becoming with geopolitics. The Muslim school girl could no longer afford to 
remain silent. Her voice was now central in the war on education that Islamist militants like the 
Taliban had unleashed. Her voice and agency were deeply rooted in a static picture of her 
oppression that stemmed from patriarchy, poverty, and militancy. The consequences of this 
articulation of agency and pressure to participate were overshadowed by the unrealistic picture of 
peace and unity that was at the center of the role of education in conflict.         
The role of education, and particularly schooling in conflict, is understood as critical in 
building children’s agency so that children can contribute to peace and reconciliation efforts in 
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their respective countries. There is an emphasis on the significant role that schooling plays in 
providing the skills and tools children need to challenge the oppressive structures around them. 
The school becomes a space within which children are taught resilience, agency, and how to 
participate in peace building and promotion (Davies, 2005). Yet, the devastating consequences of 
the aligning of geopolitical aims with educational goals and agendas, positions education as a 
central battleground in the war on terror (Novelli, 2010b). In countries like Pakistan this meant a 
rise in school attacks and the deliberate targeting of girls’ schools.4 The centering of schooling in 
this context becomes even more problematic.   
Children’s Agency in the Age of Social Media 
  The questions of children’s agency that arise under the idea of children’s agency in the 
age of social media are centered around the notion that social media spaces offer children safer 
and more democratic platforms to exercise their agency (MacKinnon, 2012; Schmidt & Cohen, 
2010; Shirky, 2008). The Malala Fund in particular raises these virtual spaces as unique 
opportunities for all girls to participate in discussions about girls’ education. While this has made 
children’s agency more visible and, in some way, accessible, presenting this approach as “safer” 
and “easier” is highly problematic for girls’ living in violent conflict and war. First, the focus on 
individual voices outside of an understanding of local context can create scenarios that increase 
children’s vulnerabilities and compromise their safety. Second, the translation of children’s 
agency and its documentation in these spaces is far from careful and safe. Power and politics 
permeate virtual spaces and can compromise the best interests of children and their communities, 
particularly in geopolitical hotspots like Pakistan. Yet, we find the same romanticization of 
children’s agency that permeates international development discourses and policy. The same 
                                                             
4 I will take more in detail about this in chapter 3 
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concepts of empowerment and voice are employed particularly in reference to girls and young 
women.  
The 2014 World Bank Report is a policy document that raises the role of ICTs and digital 
technologies in amplifying girls’ voices and enhancing agency. The report reveals a shift in 
development policy that focuses on the opportunities that arise with increased connectivity. The 
ICT for Development discourse emerged in the mid-1990s following the launch of the MDGs 
(2000). At this time, ICTs began to be integrated more into development plans and projects as a 
tool to deliver development. More recently, the idea of a new generation “growing-up digital” 
presents the need to raise digital capabilities and enabling opportunities (United Nations 
Economic Council, 2015). Private companies like Google, Nokia, and MobiLink have partnered 
with international development organizations in equipping young girls in the Global South with 
digital technologies that are understood as amplifying their voices and enhancing their agency. 
The US Department of State has also raised digital platforms as a powerful medium for civic 
engagement (US Department of State Kennedy-Lugar Exchange Study, 2012-present) with a 
focus on the grooming of a young wired citizenry. This focus on children’s agency via social 
media is pushed forward without a clear understanding of the challenges, risks, and 
consequences of online participation in local settings were children are growing up in violent 
conflict and war.      
Gaps in literature 
Questions and discussions on children’s agency highlighted in the literature I present here 
reveals the lack of evidence-based research that informs international development policies and 
discourses. Both the NSSC and conflict theories in education literatures point to the problem of 
western-centric research informing theories on children’s agency, childhood, and education. The 
need for more critical ethnographic research conducted in non-western contexts is raised as 
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urgent in informing international development policies and discourses. Furthermore, child-
centered studies conducted in regions of conflict are raised as even more urgent as “easier” and 
“safer” ways of documenting agency are presented by journalists, techno optimists, and an 
international development community that sacrifices nuance and complexity for the sake of 
macro level policy making. While both bodies of scholarship raise this omission, they do not 
critically reflect on the documentation of agency in a way that centers the researcher. This 
vantage point raises questions of agency that arise in the area of methods.     
Amidst the calls for more local children’s ethnographies from both the NSSC and 
Education and Conflict literatures, research with extremely vulnerable and marginalized Muslim 
populations raises the need for critical reflection on methods that have long-been celebrated and 
in many ways romanticized. The “doing of ethnography” must be questioned, just as much as 
theories of children’s agency, education, and conflict. The risk of co-optation and the illusion of 
agency is heightened when methods are not interrogated in the same manner. The work of the 
Subaltern Studies collective can help to inform the NSSC and Education and Conflict fields in 
ways that can make our work truly interventionist. I use Gayatri Spivak’s well-known essay 
“Can the Subaltern Speak?” to explore the tensions around the “doing” of ethnography with 
Pashtun children living in conflict. Spivak’s discussion on the subaltern helps us to analyze the 
push towards excavating, producing, and analyzing child-centered data that informs policy. The 
pressure to “perform” and make big claims risks further marginalizing and silencing children’s 
perspectives that do not fit within the existing frameworks of thought. The call for 
accountability, responsibility, and responsive methods is centered. This calls attention to the 
ethnographic methods of translation that can easily mask subjectivity and make large claims of 
authenticity. When the role of the intellectual is bringing these subjugated knowledges forward, 
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there must be particular attention to the modes of analysis (Spivak, 1988). My work is framed 
and situated with this more critical eye towards the “doing” of ethnography. Furthermore, 
Spivak’s discussion on agency and its being rendered visible, vocal, and authentic in the case of 
the female is a strong theoretical intervention that can be used to understand Pashtun children’s 
agency.  
 Spivak raises the obsession with agency and resistance when the female is the object of 
investigation. She cautions researchers, philosophers, and academics to be weary of the language 
used to describe our interactions with the subaltern. The important distinction she raises is the 
difference between “listening to” and “speaking for” and “learning to speak to” the subaltern. 
The more interventionist approach is to focus one’s methods on “learning to speak to” rather 
than the former. This centers one’s own methodological approach and situatedness in this 
interaction. Thus, one’s research questions, theories, and translation techniques all fall under the 
microscope of scrutiny. Additionally, the burden of the construction of female agency is also 
placed on the shoulders of intellectuals and “experts” eager to present marginalized viewpoints. 
The questions arise: How do we study female agency? How do we study Muslim girls’ agency? 
How do we study Pashtun children’s agency? 
 Spivak does not attempt to provide a formulaic response to these sorts of questions, but 
her brief mention of the “measuring of silences” as a different approach to “learning to speak to” 
the subaltern presents an alternative method to documenting agency. The focus is on the 
construction of the ‘Other’ instead of focusing on authenticity of experiences/voice. She calls it 
the “[…] slippage from rendering visible the mechanism to rendering vocal the individual” 
(Spivak, 2010, p. 285). Again, the burden is placed on the researcher and centers the question: 
How can we hear the subaltern when they speak? 
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 To conclude, in exploring the heightened visibility of Muslim girls’ agency as a global 
phenomenon within international development, it becomes clear why the voices and stories of 
Muslim girls, like Malala, are being sought out. This phenomenon is rooted in a post-Cold war, 
rights-based discourse that raises the idea of an autonomous child now responsible for realizing 
her rights and knowing her own life needs and interests. This articulation of children’s agency on 
the global stage was used to raise the transformative power of schooling. Thus, the realization of 
children’s agency through education is raised as an urgent priority for girls’ growing-up in 
conflict. In a post-9/11 context, alongside the growing influence of geopolitics on girls’ 
education, this post-Cold war model was re-formulated using the war on terror discourse. In this 
discourse, the cultivation of Muslim girls’ agency is highlighted as a counter-terrorism strategy. 
Thus, Muslim girls’ schooling becomes an important foreign policy priority. The troubling 
reality is that these views about Muslim girls’ and their education have entered into the field of 
international development in ways that shape discourse and policy. Furthermore, social media 
spaces are presented as opportunities for Muslim girls’ to more safely and democratically 
exercise their agency while living under extremely precarious circumstances. This view of 
children’s participation neglects the issues of safety and increased vulnerability for young girls’ 
growing-up during the war on terror.   
 NSSC scholarship and conflict theories in education help to raise important questions of 
children’s agency around this larger global phenomenon. The contribution of this study of girls’ 
education and Pashtun children more generally who have grown-up during the war on terror to 
these critical bodies of scholarship is that it opens up new lines of inquiry in its exploration of 
Pashtun childhood and agency from the perspective of schooling in conflict. To date, there are no 
sociological studies of Pashtun childhood. Thus, this research is critical in raising “new” ways of 
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thinking about children’s agency and schooling in conflict from the perspectives of Pashtun 
children. Furthermore, this study answers the call for more advanced research that informs the 
relationship between education and conflict by centering children’s understandings of the role 
schooling can or can’t play in establishing peace and stability. Lastly, by highlighting school 





















CHAPTER 3:  PAKISTANI CHILDHOODS, SCHOOLING, AND THE QUEST FOR 
AGENCY DURING THE WAR ON TERROR 
 
Often times, the elusive and vague language of international development policies and 
discourses make it difficult to understand how the concepts of children’s agency, childhood, and 
education are employed in local contexts. These issues are compounded in a post-9/11 context. 
Through a review of international development literature, Chapter 3 highlights how global ideas 
around childhood, schooling, and agency are translated in Pakistan. Particular attention is given 
to how Pakistan is constructed within the larger international development discourse that views 
education as a tool for measuring the successes of nations and their citizens struggling towards 
the EFA goals. Schooling in particular is centered and becomes the lens through which Pakistani 
childhoods and agency is made visible. This discussion highlights the centering and framing of 
debates about the educational challenges and risks Pakistani children face.    
With a population of 197 million, Pakistan is the sixth most populous country in the 
world, and the second largest Muslim country after Indonesia (United Nations Population Fund, 
2017).  By 2050, it is expected to climb to fourth place. As a relatively ‘young’ nation with a 
median age of about 22, children and youth are key focuses of development policy. According to 
United Nations Population Fund (2017), there are roughly 104 million people under the age of 
30, and approximately 35 percent of the population is under 15 years old.  Pakistan’s census does 
not include immigrant groups, such as the 1.7 million registered refugees from neighboring 
Afghanistan who reside mainly in the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP) province and Federally 
Administered Tribal Areas (FATA), with smaller numbers in Karachi and Quetta (Lakhani, 
2013). Additionally, census numbers are skewed because of the inability to conduct a census in 
regions like FATA that are at the center of the current conflict. Nonetheless, these demographics 
give a sketch of a fast-growing population that is in need of jobs, education, healthcare, and 
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security.  With 61 percent of the population living below the poverty line, surviving (or not) on 
under $2/day (UNESCO, 2013), poverty takes a front seat and is central to the issues of 
sustainable development and regional stability.        
The War on Terror  
Since the onset of the U.S. led war on terror, Pakistan has been embroiled in an 
intractable conflict. The effects of this violent conflict have permeated every sector of society, 
but arguably educational institutions, their staff, and students have suffered some of the greatest 
setbacks and violent consequences of this struggle. Furthermore, the U.S. and their allies in the 
war on terror are deeply invested in debates on Pakistan’s education system. The “western” 
powers vested geopolitical interests in South and West Asia shape educational goals and 
objectives prescribed for the region. These interests, linked to the Global North’s own national 
security objectives, have resulted in large amounts of educational aid being pumped into the 
schooling sector. With this intertwining of geopolitical interests and educational goals, Pakistani 
children are facing even greater educational challenges and risks. More recently, the deliberate 
targeting of educational institutions, school children, teachers, and staff is one of the most 
deleterious consequences that has arisen in the past ten years or so. Pakistani children and their 
families continue to express great fear, anxiety, and hopelessness arising as a result of school-
related violence. Yet, instead of exploring these sentiments and realities, education continues to 
be lauded as one of the most effective counterterrorism strategies, one that employs a soft 
approach to tackling a rise in Islamist militancy in the region. Both, global and national 
education agendas raise this formulation of education as a tool for peace and reconciliation 
without a clear understanding of the diverse situations, needs, and struggles of young people 
living in conflict.        
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The U.S.-Pakistan alliance:  Understanding Why Pakistan. In the Pakistani context, 
the relationship between geopolitics and education is not only complex, but quite pervasive. In 
studying this relationship, first, it is critical to understand why Pakistan was sought after as a key 
ally in the region. Second, it is important to know how this alliance resulted in violent conflict on 
Pakistani soil. The most obvious reason is Pakistan’s geographical proximity to Afghanistan, and 
its complex political history with the country. As the U.S. began to attack Taliban strongholds, 
the Taliban and Al-Qaeda operatives in Afghanistan crossed into Pakistan’s tribal areas (FATA) 
seeking safety and protection. Early on, this raised fears that the Taliban were re-grouping and 
strengthening their ranks by preying on young Pashtun men who were extremely marginalized 
by the Pakistani government since the birth of the country (Rashid, 2008, p.13). This historically 
rooted disadvantage manifested through a lack of infrastructure, poverty, limited education 
facilities, and a lack of jobs for young people living in the region making them perfect recruits 
(Mamdani, 2002, p. 772). Additionally, many of these young Pashtun men were the sons of men 
who had fought alongside the mujahideen during the Soviet War (Rashid, 2008, p.13). The 
Taliban used this to their advantage, calling upon these young men to fight against the invasion 
of Muslim lands once again, but this time against the U.S. and their allies. Second, Pakistan 
provided a supply route for U.S. soldiers in Afghanistan, and also a place from which the war 
efforts could be monitored more closely (Mamdani, 2002, p.771). For the U.S., this necessitated 
the construction of military bases, primarily located throughout Northwest Pakistan.  
The projection of U.S. military power into new regions, through the establishment of U.S. 
military bases, should not of course be seen simply in terms of direct military ends. It is clear that 
there was also a strong economic impetus behind establishing a presence in the region that went 
beyond U.S. national security (Mamdani, 2002; Rashid, 2002, 2008). The U.S. media has been 
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generally quiet about U.S. oil ambitions in the region, but in December of 2001 the New York 
Times ran an article in its business section highlighting these ambitions (Banerjee & Tavernise, 
2001). The article noted, “The State Department is exploring the potential for post-Taliban 
energy projects in the region, which has more than 6 percent of the world’s proven oil reserves 
and almost 40 percent of its gas reserves” (para.2). Consequently, U.S. corporations and the U.S. 
government were eager to build a secure corridor for U.S.-controlled oil and natural gas 
pipelines, from the Caspian Sea in Central Asia through Afghanistan and Pakistan to the Arabian 
Sea (Rashid, 2000). Thus, instead of putting forward a peace plan to end the civil war, “the U.S. 
State Department openly backed the American oil company Unocal in its plans to build an oil 
and gas pipeline from Turkmenistan across Taliban-controlled southern Afghanistan to Pakistan. 
Unocal began to provide humanitarian aid to the Taliban, while inviting Taliban delegations to 
the U.S.” (Rashid, 2008, p. 15). While some of these military bases have been identified, there 
are many that remain secret because their presence is viewed as intruding on national sovereignty 
and interfering in domestic politics. Nonetheless, this economic impetus is important in 
understanding the complexity of the “U.S.-Pakistan” alliance in the war on terror. Alongside this 
projection of U.S. military power in the region, Washington was focused on building military 
cooperation with Pakistan’s army against the Taliban. Cooperation was key because without 
Pakistan as an ally their efforts would remain futile. Yet, the critical question remained: how 
could this be done alongside a Pakistani citizenry that was living the instability, insecurity, and 
rising violence that this alliance further exacerbated?   
As the U.S. set high expectations upon the shoulders of Pakistan’s leadership and army, 
the establishment responded with great vigor and resolve despite growing local protests. 
Pakistani troops were deployed along the “Pak-Afghan” border, and in 2003 Pakistan launched 
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its first military operative in the FATA region (Rana, 2010). Just one year later, in 2004, the 
CIA-led drone war was launched and justified as a more precise approach to tackling the 
growing terrorist threat in Pakistan’s border region (Shaw, 2013). The message being conveyed 
by the U.S. was that Pakistan was not doing enough. This was all supplemented by large 
amounts of U.S. dollars being pumped into the region. In the coming years, this would place 
Pakistan amongst the largest recipients of U.S. military aid in the world. In 2006, U.S. arms sales 
to Islamabad topped $3.5 billion (Stohl, 2008).  
In June 2008, the U.S. government reported that nearly $11 billion (PDF) in military and 
economic assistance grants have been delivered since 2002, the vast majority channeled 
through Pakistan’s military for security-related programs [emphasis added]. A report by 
the Center for Public Integrity finds that in the three years after 9/11, military aid to 
Pakistan from the Coalition Support Fund—created after the attacks to assist U.S. allies 
in the global fight against terrorism—was nearly $3 billion, ten times the amount 
received by Poland, the second-highest recipient of cash from the fund (Bruno & Bajoria, 
2008, para. 6).  
 Despite these concrete efforts, questions of effectiveness were raised with reports from entities 
such as the National Counterterrorism Center (2007), which revealed Pakistan had 137 percent 
more terrorist attacks in 2007 than in 2006. The KP province and the FATA region accounted for 
54 percent of the total attacks. While the U.S. and its allies focused on issues of the misallocation 
of funds and improper usage of aid, it is important to go beyond percentages and clearly state 




The year 2007 proved to be a devastating year for Pashtun men, women, and children in 
Northwest Pakistan. Between July and December of 2007, there were 2,729 deaths linked to 
terrorist attacks (484 were security personnel) (Siddique, 2008, p.21). Unprecedented in the 
history of Pakistan, suicide terrorism emerged as a popular trend (p.20). In 2007 alone, there was 
a total of 56 suicide attacks, 44 of which occurred in the KP province and FATA (p.21). During 
this time, more troops were allocated to these regions, which meant the probability of revenge 
attacks by the Taliban and various militant offshoots against the government increased. 
Additionally, the first Pakistani military offensive against the Taliban in the Swat Valley resulted 
in a Taliban victory and control over the district. Fear spread throughout the province that the 
Taliban would soon enter the provincial capital Peshawar. Amidst the ensuing violence, 
instability, and rising fears, U.S. drone strikes intensified dramatically in late 2007 (Cavallaro, 
Sonnenberg, & Knuckey, 2012), further exacerbating the conflict. 
The Bureau of Investigative Journalism (Cavallaro, J., Sonnenberg, S., & Knuckey, S., 
2012) published a ground-breaking report that shared data showing the types of targets that had 
been reportedly attacked by CIA drones in Pakistan. The images, stories, and statistics were 
jarring. The report estimated that since 2004, Pakistan had 365 drone strikes that killed between 
2,536 and 3,577 people--including 411 to 884 civilians, with much of the death and destruction 
occurring in nearby Waziristan and FATA (Cavallaro et al, 2012). However, the CIA led drone 
war had been going on for years before the publication of the report. During this time, Pakistani 
drone victims that were forced to leave their homes entered into the settled districts of the KP 
province sharing their suffering, anger, and resentment. The lack of global and national attention 
forced Pashtun communities out into the streets to protest how cheap their blood had become.   
53 
 
In 2009, local resentment and anger peaked amongst Pashtun communities in Northwest 
Pakistan.   It became increasingly difficult to justify Pakistan’s on-going support for, and 
participation in, the war on terror. Despite the army’s efforts and U.S. military aid, it seemed that 
the Taliban insurgency was gaining ground and momentum in the region. Reports of the Taliban 
making strong headway outside of FATA further fueled local fears, frustrations, and 
resentments. Particularly alarming were the events unfolding in the Swat Valley, where the 
Taliban were now in control. This led to the formation of the Pakistani Taliban (TTP). As anti-
army and anti-western sentiments peaked, it became clear that the U.S. had to re-assess its 
approach in the region or else risk losing a key ally. It was at this critical juncture that 
development and humanitarian programs were pushed to the forefront of counterterrorism efforts 
in the region. The post-Cold War model for education, and corresponding notions of global 
childhood and agency championed by the EFA, became central in the formulation of education 
as a counterterrorism strategy. Education became a central battleground in the war on terror and 
a battle for the hearts and minds of all Pakistani’s, but particularly children. 
The ‘winning hearts and minds’ strategy5 became more relevant than ever, as the US 
struggled to save its image in the region (Novelli, 2010b). Policy analysts, such as Craig Cohen 
and Derek Chollet of the Center for Strategic and International Studies, suggested that more 
funding should be aimed at development and humanitarian programs (Novelli, 2010b). 
Education was particularly highlighted in the 2007 Country Reports on Terrorism, in Chapter 5 
titled: Terrorist Safe Havens, and sub section 7 where the focus is on basic education in Muslim 
countries (Novelli, 2010b, p. 457). Education was seen as a vital mechanism in the battle over 
‘winning hearts and minds’ (p. 458), however, it had to be packaged in a way that raised it as a 
tool for conflict resolution and peace-building, rather than an instrument of foreign policy. The 
                                                             
5 See Gordon Brown’s full speech here http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/politics/6646349.stm 
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benefits had to minimize and overshadow the very clear risks and dangers of the merging of 
geopolitical interests and educational goals and agendas. As the new geopolitics of the war on 
terror pressed down heavily upon the educational landscape, Pakistan was centered in 
international development discourses on the role of education in conflict.  
The Transformation of Pakistan’s Educational Landscape Alongside the “War on Terror”   
Since, the onset of the war on terror, Pakistan’s educational landscape has come under 
increased scrutiny. Subsequently, as early as 2005, international and national development 
discourses and policies reveal this shift. International pressures from powerful global bodies like 
UNESCO, the World Bank, and the U.S. State department pushed the national government to 
focus educational policy goals and efforts on more closely monitoring educational progress, 
setbacks, and challenges. In 2005, Pakistan’s Ministry of Education launched a review of the 
1998-2010 National Education Policy (NEP), asserting it was not producing the desired “global” 
results, and more critically not in line with the “global” challenges articulated via Dakar and the 
newly formulated MDGs (Ahmad & Hussain, 2014). The Inter-agency Network for Education in 
Emergencies (INEE) emerged out of Dakar, further reinforcing an accentuated interest in 
education, conflict, and fragility post-9/11. “The ensuing concern with the inter-relationship 
between Northern States national security and fragile, failed or collapsed states in different parts 
of the world, particularly those with Muslim majorities” (Novelli, 2010b, p.274) was particularly 
pervasive within the Pakistani context. In line with this new interest and the emergence of the 
INEE, this policy document first and foremost raised the context of conflict in which schools and 
students were situated. For the first time in the history of policy-making in Pakistan, the issue of 
education in emergencies was addressed (Ahmad & Hussain, 2014). Within this context of 
conflict, the issue of quality assurance was raised based on six basic pillars:  curriculum, 
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textbooks, assessments, teachers, learning environment, and relevance of education to practical 
life (p. 57). It is important to highlight that the shift in focus away from mere expansion to 
quality assurance is not problematic. Rather, the issue arises in the framing, investigation, and 
construction of knowledge from within this particular local context by policy makers, 
development experts, and foreign governments.  
EFA reports, white papers, and toolkits published by the UN, UNESCO, World Bank and 
a plethora of other international development agencies, raised the importance of investing in 
Pakistan’s education system (Bano, 2007; UNESCO, 2003, 2010, 2011; UNESCO & USAID, 
2005; US Department of State, 2017; The White House Office of the Press Secretary, 2015; 
World Bank, 2014b). The evidence, language, and imagery within the pages of these reports 
made its way into the hands of the Department of Defense, USAID, and various foreign policy 
think tanks that were eager to push forward their own agendas. While the international 
development community’s intentions may have been different, it is key to highlight that the 
problematic frameworks of childhood, education, agency, and schooling, adopted and formulated 
by the EFA, allowed global movements like the EFA to be co-opted and reformulated to serve 
the foreign policy agenda of countries like the U.S. This sort of complicity in conflict is seldom 
addressed within international development, and even more troubling, these frameworks 
continue to inform global policy and approaches. The educational challenges and risks that have 
arisen as a result of the merging of geopolitical agendas with the larger global education 
movement is not addressed in EFA reports and UN white papers. The effects of this neglect are 
visible in geopolitical hotspots like Pakistan where global powers like the U.S. continue to 
dictate and shape discourses and policies on education. There is little to no discussion of the 
strong U.S. military presence in the region, alongside the enormous amounts of development aid 
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being pumped into the country with little attention to the needs, values, interests, and safety of 
Pakistani children and their communities.     
Schooling in a Post 9/11 Pakistan. The war on terror discourse has successfully cast 
Muslim children as both victims of Taliban-instigated violence and increasingly prone to 
growing trends of radicalization. This presents a monolithic image of Pakistani children and 
youth. Childhood formulated in this way reinforces the idea of a “lost” childhood, or a 
generation in need of saving, and further obscures the diverse childhoods that populate the 
educational landscape. Pakistani childhood framed in this way shifts the focus towards the 
socialization of a younger generation that is perceived as ill-equipped in dealing with Islamist 
militancy. Pakistani children’s agency is articulated as critical in this geopolitical moment. As a 
result, the challenges and tensions around the realization of children’s agency through education 
is also reframed using the war on terror discourse and logic. Subsequently, national and 
international debates on education and conflict in Pakistan are centered around issues of quality 
assurance and a “crisis” in education. The concept of counter-radicalization enters these debates 
through the “crisis” in education discourse that strategically raises the increased potential for the 
radicalization of Pakistani children and youth which is understood as further exacerbating 
conflict in the region (Bajoria, 2009; Curtis, 2007; Hoodbhoy, 1998; Katsuma, 2004; Kirk & 
Winthrop, 2006; Mahmoud, 2011; May, 2013; National Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon 
the United States, 2004; Naqvi, Khan & Ahmad, 2012; Yusuf, 2008).  
These debates that center education as a tool for countering radicalization are used by 
foreign governments, like the U.S., to justify the allocation of development aid to Pakistan. One 
of the largest U.S. aid packages the country has received was as a part of the Enhanced 
Partnership with Pakistan Act of 2009, informally called the Kerry-Lugar-Berman Act (Afzal, 
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2012). The U.S. committed to providing $7.5 billion in development assistance to Pakistan from 
2009-2014, and a sum renewable for the next five years (Afzal, 2012). “In congressional 
testimony, then Ambassador Richard Holbrooke (2009) urged lawmakers to “target the economic 
and social roots of extremism in western Pakistan with more economic aid.”  Additional 
testimony claimed that this aid would help in “…countering radicalization by providing 
economic, social, educational, and vocational opportunities and life skills training to at-risk 
youth.” (U.S. Senate 2009) (Cited in Afzal, 2012, p. 3).    
The centering of schooling in framing Pakistan’s education “crisis” is critical in 
understanding the pressures for Pakistan to focus reform efforts in and around these spaces. 
Schooling is viewed as one of the primary institutions of socialization, and therefore possesses 
the ability to stabilize society. Schools became a battleground in the war of ideas, as “experts” in 
policy and government circles began to define what constituted “good” quality education. The 
EFA global education agenda, alongside the war on terror, had a central role to play in the 
construction of what constitutes the most effective schooling model. The assumption was that aid 
distributed and utilized in this way would improve the overall education system, reduce 
recruitment towards and support for terrorism, alleviate the effects of conflict and even possibly 
lead to peace. Yet, what was missing was the empirical evidence to make such large claims.  
Data collected on Pakistani terrorist groups was used to analyze any patterns that arose in 
relation to a child’s socioeconomic status, education, and an increased potential towards 
radicalization. This research concluded that poverty and lack of education do not explain 
participation in terrorism (Abou-Zahab, 2007; Fair, 2008).  In fact, if anything, militants appear 
to be richer and more educated than the general population (Abadie, 2003; Krueger & Laitin, 
2008; Krueger & Maleckova, 2003). These findings challenge the centering of schooling in 
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debates on education and bring into focus the diverse experiences of childhood as a stronger 
analytical perspective. Yet, international and national development policy continues to focus on 
schooling in a way that further obscures children’s values, interests, and well-being, which 
should be at the center of policy making and educational initiatives in the region.  
Post-9/11 Schooling Reforms 
Pakistan is a country with a diversity of school settings that serve the unique needs, 
interests, and values of a young population living in conflict. With the start of the U.S. led war 
on terror, education and schooling in Pakistan was highly scrutinized by an international 
development community looking for answers to what was perceived as the “problem” of youth 
radicalization. The majority of reform efforts revolve around three distinct models of schooling: 
the madrasa, government schools, and private schools. However, it is important to note that not 
all school settings and regions of the country received the same degree of scrutiny as Pashtun 
majority communities and religious institutions of education. Pakistani madrasas were perhaps 
the most scrutinized educational institutions in the country for international powers with vested 
interests in the region. Thus, the madrasa served as the initial entry point into international 
debates on education reform in Pakistan. Before focusing on madrasa reforms, I explore how and 
why madrasas were centered in these debates.      
The Madrasa “Problem”. Pakistani madrasas were at the forefront of anti-government 
and anti-U.S. protests against the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan and Pakistan’s strong alliance 
with the U.S. in the war on terror. These anti-government and anti-western sentiments were 
understood by the Pakistani establishment and the U.S. as a direct result of a madrasa education. 
Madrasas in the country had been operating with no government oversight since their sudden rise 
in the 1980s. As a key ally in the war on terror, the U.S. put pressure on the Pakistani 
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government to more closely monitor these religious institutions of education. Questions were 
raised regarding the profile of madrasa students, curriculum, pedagogy, and the main impetus 
behind selecting a madrasa education. Yet, quickly it became clear that the U.S. and their 
western allies did not have the patience or time to more carefully and deeply explore these 
important questions. The witch hunt began, and the spotlight fell on the Red Mosque-Madrasa6 
complex. 
 U.S. and Pakistani intelligence had been keeping a watchful eye on the madrasa due to 
its pro-Taliban stance (Siddique, 2008). The mosque’s head cleric delivered anti-government and 
anti-western sermons. Students from both the male and female madrasas stood at the forefront of 
these protests. Images of young girls and women clad in burqas appeared in national and 
international news headlines. These unsettling images were circulated locally and globally, 
revealing a Pakistan unable to adequately deal with Islamist militancy within its borders. The 
U.S. was becoming increasingly uncomfortable with Musharraf’s inability to deal with the very 
open anti-Western rhetoric emanating from the Red Mosque that had begun to spread to other 
madrasas. The very bold claims being made by the head clerics and their followers demanded a 
very harsh and straightforward approach to silencing these protests and shutting down madrasas 
preaching hate. For the U.S. and their western allies, what seemed like a straightforward 
                                                             
6 Red Mosque is located in the heart of Pakistan’s capital, Islamabad and is the center for two 
madrasas: one for boys (Jami Farida), and the other for girls (Jamia Hafsa). As of April 2007, 
there were known to be approximately 7,000 males and females studying at both madrasas, the 
majority coming from the KP province and the Afghan-bordering tribal areas (Siddique, 2008, 
p.11). Before the 1980s, the mosque and its seminaries were generally appreciated for their 
philanthropic work, including housing orphans and poor children, and providing them with 
education (p.12). During the Soviet War in Afghanistan (1979-1989), things started to change. 
The mosque and seminaries played a major role in recruiting and training local mujahideen to 
fight with the Afghan mujahideen. Since the Soviet War, and right up to the start of the US led 
war on terror, the mosque-madrasa complex operated without any interference or even oversight 
from the government and army (Siddique, 2008, p.13).  
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approach became a nightmare for the Pakistani establishment. Government officials understood 
very clearly that shutting down the mosque and seminaries would further exacerbate the 
situation. How could they justify closing down madrasas amidst a citizenry who revered these 
sacred spaces?  There were too many in the country, and it could not be proven that all were 
suspect. How was Pakistan going to react as the world watched madrasa students taking to the 
streets in protest? As the U.S.’s strongest ally in the war on terror, all eyes remained on Pakistan. 
Early on, the “Madrasa Registration Ordinance of 2002” was enacted throughout Pakistan 
(McClure, 2009).  The ordinance asked madrasas to voluntarily register with the Pakistan 
Madrasa Education Board and provincial boards.  Those that complied and offered courses in 
science, Math, Urdu, and English would receive a number of benefits, including funding for 
those subjects, modern textbooks, and salaries for teachers (McClure, 2009).  Subsequently, in 
July 2005, General Musharraf called for the expulsion of all foreign madrasa students and made 
registration mandatory.  By targeting madrasas, the message was clear: Muslim boys and young 
men were the main threat, and the quality of their schooling was believed to play a large part in 
the creation of future extremists. However, the Pakistani establishment continued to be pressured 
by their western allies to deal with the madrasa “problem” more adequately.  
International development organizations took the lead in creating programs and initiatives 
that targeted local madrasas in ways that recognized their local importance, but also addressed 
issues of quality. Once again, the onus for the deleterious effects of a flawed schooling model 
fell on Pakistani children and their communities. Reform programs were constructed that 
included broadening the curriculum to address human rights issues, religious tolerance, women’s 
rights, critical thinking skills, and teacher training. Organizations like the International Center for 
Religion and Diplomacy, a U.S. based NGO, was at the forefront of these efforts. However, 
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alongside these renewed efforts arose a body of literature that began to challenge the claim that 
madrasas were breeding grounds for terrorism (Asadullah, 2009; Andrabi, Das, Fair, Khawaja, 
2009; Bano, 2007; International Center for Religion & Diplomacy, 2001-2013). It remained 
unclear if reform efforts and aid were being allocated in the most strategic and effective ways 
and whether madrasas should be the central focus of counter terrorism efforts.     
Qualitative and quantitative development studies focused on the rates of madrasa 
enrollment alongside a rise in Islamist militancy throughout the region. Several studies 
highlighted the low enrollments in madrasas and the lack of empirical evidence showing the 
relationship between the two, which popularized the phrase “the Madrasa Myth” (Andrabi, et al., 
2009).  These studies prompted a shift in the international discourse on education reform.  As the 
madrasa debate began to lose steam, the state of the country’s public education system became a 
main focus in development literature and reports.  Economists, foreign policy experts, 
development theorists, policy makers, and private companies focused mainly on primary 
education, teacher training, curriculum, literacy, rates of enrollment, and possible alternatives to 
the public system (Andrabi, Das, & Khwaja, 2010; Curtis, 2007). The focus fell on those regions 
of the country that were suffering most from instability, a rise in violence, and concerted attacks 
on schools. The province of KP was raised as one of the most critical cases in this regard.  
Schooling in Northwest Pakistan  
With a population of about 26 million, KP remains the third largest province in the 
country. Post-9/11, it has suffered the most since the inception of the U.S. led war on terror. 
Understanding this suffering, and the ongoing threats that children in the region face, remains 
elusive due to the government's failure to keep consistent and transparent national data on the 
rise of phenomenon like school attacks. This is further complicated by the existing data coming 
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from international organizations like Human Rights Watch (HRW) who rely on statistical data 
published through databases like the Global Terrorism Database (Human Rights Watch, 2017). 
While there may be a question around the accuracy of this sort of data, and the agenda behind its 
collection, it provides a snapshot of the great pressures bearing down upon schooling in the 
region. 
The most recent HRW report (2017) published on the dire state of schools in Pakistan is 
titled Dreams Turned into Nightmares: Attacks on Students, Teachers, and Schools in Pakistan. 
As key context, the report highlights statistics from the Global Terrorism Database which show 
that between 2007-2015, there have been 867 attacks on educational institutions in Pakistan, 
resulting in 392 fatalities and 724 injuries (p.2). The report goes on to highlight that while 
education remains under threat across Pakistan, teachers, professors, and school administration 
are particularly at risk in KP, Balochistan, and FATA (p. 12). Additionally, the majority of 
school attacks have occurred in Northwest Pakistan (p. 39).    
 The HRW report (2017) raises this very alarming trend that has emerged across the 
provincial landscape. What is highlighted is the reality that education and schooling are under 
the authority of the provincial government, and thus the focus becomes how the province deals 
with the accompanying challenges and issues. While the report goes into detail to report this, 
more time is spent showing the inability of the provincial government to adequately protect 
schools and prevent future attacks. This point is reinforced by excerpts from interviews 
conducted with students, teachers, administrators, and staff in KP. While it is critical to raise 
these issues and voices, what becomes glaringly apparent is the omission of any sort of critical 
engagement with the global forces that put great pressures on local education reform and are 
absolved of all accountability, responsibility, and moral obligation when schooling is targeted for 
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many reasons, but one being in response to its use as a tool in the war on terror. International 
organizations for the most part have failed to address this reality and honestly present the 
challenges and issues around the implementation of education reform in its current focus and 
manifestation. Under analyzed are the ways in which school attacks and the growing precarity 
for students in the KP province are being addressed. At this critical juncture, the onus that is 
being placed on curricular and pedagogical reforms seems distant from the current challenges 
Pashtun children are facing. Yet, the calls for more schools has become deafening.  
Public Education Reform. Although calls for reforms within the public education sector 
is not something new (Gazadar, 1999), the need for reform was seen as urgent within this 
specific geopolitical moment.  The sheer number of children within the system warranted a re-
evaluation of curriculum and pedagogy.  This sentiment was fueled by the findings of the 9/11 
Commission Report.  In July 2004, the findings of the report were issued, and highlighted the 
“importance of educational opportunity in the Middle East and South Asia to uprooting terrorist 
ideology and increased congressional oversight of U.S. aid programs to Pakistan contributed to 
the increase in education spending” (Curtis, 2007). As a result, US assistance to primary 
education and literacy in Pakistan more than doubled from $28 million in fiscal year 2004 to $66 
million in fiscal year 2005 (p.2).  Numerous studies began to highlight the failure of the public 
education system, holding the government primarily responsible for the ongoing crisis (Fast 
Track Initiative, 2010; World Bank, 2012).  The most indicting charge was, and is, the small 
percentage of Pakistan’s budget allocated to the education sector.  While 54% of Pakistan’s 
annual budget goes to defense and debt servicing; only 2% of the federal budget goes to 
education (Mason, 2016).  The annual 504 billion rupees, or $4.7 billion, spent yearly on 
education is equivalent to 1.9% of Pakistan’s GDP, which ranks Pakistan 177th worldwide for its 
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public spending on education (Al-Jazeera, 2013).  
In 2010, with the passing of the 18th Amendment in Pakistan7, education was made 
mandatory for all children up to age 16 (Ahmad & Hussain, 2014). In addition, more autonomy 
was given to the provinces, devolving many powers from central to provincial governments 
(Rehman & Sewani, 2013). Education was one area in which the provincial governments gained 
more control. This provided space for the KP government to focus reform efforts in areas of 
regional concern. While USAID has quite a significant budget and presence in the region, the 
provincial government was careful to distance itself from the international organization, 
primarily because of USAID’s high-profile association with U.S. foreign policy goals (Naviwala, 
2016). Additionally, the KP government has thus far refused to accept World Bank loans, but 
nonetheless, initiated a new reform program in 2013 (Naviwala, 2016). This program has been 
primarily supported by the Department of International Development-UK (DfID).  
Public education reforms are a high priority in Pakistan’s current reform program. The 
approach to education reform in KP is different from provinces like Punjab who have stopped 
building new government schools and are instead enrolling children in private schools. While the 
data clearly show a large number of children in the KP province are enrolled in private schools, 
the education minister says there is still a responsibility to fix the public sector (Naviwala, 2016). 
As a result, recently, 35,000 children have switched from private to public schools (p. 33). In 
addressing issues of quality assurance, and the need for more data-driven reforms, the province 
                                                             
7 While the Amendment addresses a spectrum of changes, my interest is in those having to do with education and its 
governance. Article “25A. Right to education. -The State shall provide free and compulsory education to all children 
of the age of five to sixteen years in such manner as may be determined by law.”  




began monitoring schools quite intensively in March 2014. Over 95% of schools were visited 
every month and revealed a decrease in teacher absenteeism (Naviawala, 2016, p. 1). KP utilizes 
its full “development” budget, which is used for constructing or rehabilitating schools (p.1). 
Additionally, in KP, enrollment has increased by 7%, as the province has nearly tripled its 
education budget in 2016 (p.1).      
Private Education Reform.  “Low-cost” private schools have been identified as the 
most popular and “effective” alternative to public schooling.  This opens up the possibility for 
international organizations, private companies and outside actors to profit from the country’s 
“crisis” in education (Saltman, 2006).  The development literature has begun to investigate the 
“unexplored” potential of the private sector and the role that private education can play in filling 
the education gap (Andrabi, Das, & Khwaja, 2010; Curtis, 2007; Education for All Global 
Monitoring Report, 2008; Global Campaign for Education & RESULTS Educational Fund, 
2011; The UN Secretary-General’s Global Education Initiative, 2012). Alongside these global 
shifts, the mushrooming of private schools nationally arises from a high demand for quality 
education amongst Pakistani citizens. Pakistan’s civil society is active in trying to fill the gap left 
behind by the public sector; “Whereas five years ago, there was a “brick wall” between the 
public, private, and non-governmental sectors, today, public-private partnerships (PPPs) are 
becoming a norm” (Naviwala, 2016, p. 33). The most consequential PPPs in KP are run through 
KP’s Elementary Education Foundation (a provincial education foundation) (p.33). These semi-
autonomous foundations were set up by the provincial government and today they “manage 
voucher programs, help establish community schools or low-cost private schools, support private 
sector school adoption of government schools, and generally support a range of interventions that 
involve the private sector” (p.33).  According to federal statistics, 25 percent of school-going 
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children attend private schools, and the province runs a voucher program through their provincial 
education foundation (p.33). However, a recent study published by the Stimson Center (2016) on 
Pakistan’s education crisis reported while interviewing the education minister of KP that he had 
almost nothing to say about private schools, even when directly asked (p. 27). Instead, he raised 
the importance of public sector reform. 
Pakistani Childhoods and the Quest for Agency 
Withstanding all these pressures, challenges, and risks, children’s voices and 
participation in the global movement for girls’ education is raised as an important step in arriving 
at a clearer understanding of the needs and best interests of those most affected. Yet, by 
examining more closely the global forces that bear down upon Pakistan’s educational landscape, 
and the children and families that occupy this landscape, it is important to keep in mind that it is 
this particular geopolitical context that continues to dictate how, when, and which children’s 
voices matter in the “global” fight for girls’ education. Furthermore, it is critical to reflect upon 
the reality that these voices had previously been ignored or not fully taken into consideration. 
Yet, now they are being called upon to participate and contribute with very little knowledge of 
the consequences and challenges of such engagement. Muslim and Pashtun girls, like Malala 
Yousafzai, are enjoying a different kind of children’s agency. In this discussion it becomes clear 
as to how and why Muslim girls’ voices have become so powerful and illustrative of the EFA’s 
larger agenda alongside the global war on terror. While taking Pakistan as a case study has 
helped in better understanding the troublesome relationship between geopolitics and education, it 
does not fully deal with the raising of individual voices and experiences as a means of furthering 
a “global” agenda that claims to be built around the diverse needs and experiences of children 
living in the region. To more carefully and complexly understand children’s agency, Malala’s 
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case is most helpful. Malala’s story is the most recent and well-known example of the promise 
and potential of children’s participation in global debates on girls’ education. The global 
translation of Malala’s narrative that has been exported internationally by movements like the 
EFA and global initiatives like the Malala Fund is part of this larger phenomenon that highlights 
children’s agency as a solution in contexts of conflict. In the next chapter, I discuss the “global” 



















CHAPTER 4: MALALA’S STORY AND A NEW MODEL FOR CHILDREN’S 
PARTICIPATION AND ACTIVISM IN THE AGE OF SOCIAL MEDIA 
 
 The United Nations, US State Department, think tanks and development agencies, all 
articulate how Malala’s story provides the “best evidence” for investing in girls’ education 
(Brown, 2012; Clinton, 2012, 2016; UNESCO, 2012; UNGEI, 2010; USAID, 2015; World 
Development Report, 2011). World Bank reports (World Development Report, 2011) Education 
for All policy papers (UNESCO, 2012), the Collaborative for Harnessing Ambition and 
Resources for Girls’ Education (CHARGE, 2015) and the United Nations Global Education 
Initiative (UNGEI, 2010), are some of the many policy documents and initiatives that are used 
by global advocates to give strength to the idea that there is an urgent demand for more local 
voices like Malala’s to inform debates about Muslim girls’ education in the MENA regions, 
West Asia, and South Asia. This perspective is rooted in a rights-based discourse that views 
children as capable of realizing their rights, knowing their needs and interests, and dealing with 
any challenges or risks adequately (Article 12, UNCRC, 1989). Using this formulation of 
children’s participation illustrated via Malala’s story, global advocacy that highlights Muslim 
girls’ education raises the urgency of investing in local child advocates like Malala who are 
growing up during violent conflict. This focus on the rights and responsibilities of the child 
presents a view of Muslim girls as better equipped to identify educational challenges and risks 
and best develop solutions.  
I argue that alongside this “global” translation has arisen a new model for children’s 
participation and activism that becomes particularly troublesome in geopolitical hotspots like 
Northwest Pakistan where the effects of the war on terror are most pervasive.8 The call for more 
Malala’s alongside a rise in school attacks throws into tension the idea that schooling can help 
                                                             
8 (see Chapter 3 for a detailed discussion) 
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Muslim girls access the kind of agency and childhood this model is promoting. Furthermore, the 
diverse experiences of childhood and schooling in conflict raises questions of children’s agency 
rooted in this model for children’s participation. What is highly problematic is the centering of 
the idea that children’s agency is or can be a “soft” approach to countering extremism. The 
chapter explores these tensions around this model for children’s participation. Thus, the global 
translation of Malala’s story becomes increasingly problematic as a tool for informing global 
advocacy in Muslim majority regions of conflict like Northwest Pakistan. The employment of 
Malala’s story in this way raises issues regarding the representation and translation of children’s 
agency. This new model for children’s participation does not reflect the diversity of childhoods 
and experiences of schooling in conflict. By highlighting Malala’s story and using it in this way, 
Pashtun children’s voices that challenge this “global” translation and reject this model for 
children’s participation are further marginalized and muted. Therefore, centering Pashtun 
childhoods becomes urgent and necessary in arriving at a more well-rounded picture of girls’ 
education that can inform international development discourses and policies.    
On October 9, 2012, within hours of Malala being shot by the Taliban on her way home 
from school in Pakistan’s Swat Valley, social media spaces were plastered with images of her 
injured body lying on a stretcher. Hashtags with her name began to trend and the online news 
stories of the attack and her local activism for girls’ education were shared and re-shared over 
thousands of times. The majority of those sharing news of her attack did so with messages 
relaying sentiments of sympathy, anger, and confusion. How could “they” let this happen? She 
was just a child? Immediately, western media outlets became a medium through which 
government leaders, US based activists, celebrities and journalists could voice their outrage and 
weigh in on the debate about Muslim girls’ education that was being centered. A common theme 
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began to arise across all of these perspectives. Malala’s narrative was already deeply embedded 
within the same war on terror discourse that measured the success of the US invasion of 
Afghanistan via Afghan women’s and girls’ rights and education. The same trope of the 
oppressed Muslim woman resisting Muslim male aggression was centered and the “good” 
Muslim versus “bad” Muslim dichotomy was elevated.        
Headlines like “Will Malala Unite Us Against Terror?” appeared on popular news 
websites like the Daily Beast. Senator Diane Feinstein wrote in the Huff Post: “The barbaric 
attack on this brave girl should be condemned by the civilized world” (Feinstein, 2012).  Social 
activist Saman Jafery told CNN, “If Taliban is a mindset, then Malala is a mindset too. It’s a 
mindset of educated and empowered women” (Mullen & Sayah, 2012). The media was 
constructing an image of Malala as the “good Muslim” in contrast to the Taliban as the “bad 
Muslims.” Battle lines were being drawn, and Pakistani citizens were asked to choose which 
version of Pakistan they would like to be a part of: Malala’s or the Taliban’s. Early on, we begin 
to see how the image of Malala is being used to fight a larger war, in which her greatest weapon 
is her campaign for girls’ education. Here is where we begin to see how her career as a young 
activist is intricately intertwined with geopolitics. 
Within just weeks of the attack, the Malala Fund was established on behalf of Malala and 
her family by the Vital Voices global partnership. Yet, it was not until July 12, 2013, on Malala’s 
16th birthday, that the Malala Fund became its own independent non-governmental organization. 
This was the same day of the UN Youth Takeover in New York, where Malala made her first 
public address since the attack. The infamous speech has been viewed on YouTube more than 1 
million times, and portions of the speech continue to be quoted excessively. Malala asked world 
leaders to step aside and allow for the next-generation of change-makers. U.S. news headlines 
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read, “Girl attacked by Taliban-makes powerful speech at UN”. Following this, her voice would 
only grow louder as Malala and her team made the fight for girls’ education look easy. The 
evidence was glaring: all that Malala needed was more voices. All the world needed was more 
Malalas. The Malala Fund was ready to provide the necessary tools. 
The Challenges to the Realization of Children’s Agency in the Swat Valley 
The whirlwind of events and media blitz surrounding Malala’s attack and her rise as a 
global icon resulted in an overly-simplistic view of Pashtun childhood in the Swat Valley. The 
digital spaces that carried her story with great speed and force left many questions unanswered 
regarding schooling in conflict. This is characteristic of a journalistic approach that focuses on 
one’s audience as opposed to the larger debate about girls’ education. However, understanding 
the challenges to the realization of children’s agency in Northwest Pakistan helps to 
contextualize the global translation of Malala’s story with particular attention to understanding 
childhood and schooling during the war on terror. It also helps to complicate the intentions and 
approaches of global advocates who are prescribing a certain type of agency from a far without a 
clear understanding of the consequences and risks.   
With a population of about 2.3 million, Swat is the third largest district in the KP 
province of Northwest Pakistan. It used to be referred to as the “Switzerland” of Pakistan and 
was a tourist hotspot for nationals. The formerly princely state only became a part of Pakistan in 
1969. Between 1949 and 1969, the last ruler of Swat, Miangul Jahan Zeb, built many schools in 
the valley (Orakzai, 2011). Prior to 2001, there were 1,576 schools in Swat and a literacy rate of 
46 percent, which was much higher than the national average (Khan, 2011). Its people were once 
labeled as some of the most liberal in the nation. Amidst a wave of anti-Americanism that spread 
after the 2001 U.S. invasion of Afghanistan, and the newly waged “war on terror,” the Muttahida 
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Majlis-e-Amal, an alliance of Islamist political parties, won all of the seats in the National and 
Provincial Elections (Lamb & Yousafzai, 2013). As the “war on terror” waged on, the 
introduction of unmanned U.S. drones in 2004 worked in favor of the Taliban. As civilian 
casualties were reported, local anger and frustration grew. It was within this context that 
Maulana Fazlullah, nicknamed “Radio Mullah”, started an illegal local FM channel in the Swat 
Valley in 2006 (Lamb & Yousafzai, 2013).     
The Radio Mullah’s sermons were said to have ruled the airwaves and were responsible 
for radicalizing minds and enlisting new recruits. Signals were relayed from mobile transmitters 
mounted on motorcycles and trucks (Ali, Saeed, Sheikh, Shakoor, Wazir, 2013). Although he 
considered most communication-based electronics as “major sources of sin”, his sermons were 
delivered via radio. During nightly broadcasts prohibited activities were routinely declared, and 
violators’ names were announced for assassination, which often included beheadings (p.62). In 
2007, soon after the Red Mosque Attack, Fazlullah became the leader of the local chapter of the 
Taliban and began to patrol the streets of the main urban areas, telling barbers and owners of CD 
shops to shut their “un-Islamic” businesses (p.62). He now had the support of more than 4,500-
armed militants (p.63). By late October, Fazlullah established Islamic courts enforcing Shariah 
law in 59 villages of the Swat Valley (p.64). The courts functioned as “parallel governments” 
within the region, an indication of the growing power of the Taliban (Ali et al., 2013).    
The Taliban targeted tribal elders, many of whom were local feudal landlords and 
operated large agricultural estates (Aziz & Luras, 2010). When the Taliban first came to power, 
locals say they used a strongly socialist rhetoric to enlist the support of poor villagers, telling 
them that once the old landowners were killed or driven off, their land would be equitably 
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distributed amongst those who had nothing (p.3). But when the time of Taliban rule came, they 
broke all promises.  
In 2008, amidst local frustrations and mounting pressure from the U.S., the Pakistan army 
began to engage in an operation to take back control of the area (Orakzai, 2011). This resulted in 
an escalation in suicide attacks, rocket attacks, individual attacks, men being hanged for 
opposing the Taliban, journalists being killed for not covering them in a favorable light, and 
policemen being killed for attempting to maintain order (Ashraf, 2012). However, what received 
the most international media coverage was the enforced Taliban edict placing a complete ban on 
female education in the Swat District in 2009 (Ali et al., 2013; Ashraf, 2012). Fazlullah preached 
that immorality and decadence in Swat were a consequence of women’s education (Ali et al., 
2013, p.62). Over the airwaves he explained the only way to eliminate this immodesty is for 
females to be barred from leaving their homes and especially prevented from going to school 
(p.63). Some 400 private schools enrolling 40,000 girls were shut down (p.63). At least ten girls' 
schools that tried to open after the January 15, 2009 deadline by the Fazlullah-led Taliban were 
blown up by the militants in the town of Mingora,9 the capital of the Swat District and Malala’s 
hometown. More than 170 schools were bombed or torched, along with other government-owned 
buildings (Ali et al., 2013). After a long bloody battle, the army secured the valley in 2010, and 
the U.S. rewarded Pakistan with the Kerry-Lugar Bill, which tripled non-military aid to Pakistan 
to $1.5 billion per annum, pledging America’s long-term commitment to its key ally against 
extremism (Orakzai, 2011). As the people of Swat began to piece their lives together, they were 
hit by another calamity.  
                                                             
9 Mingora is the third most populated city in the KP province  
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 The devastating floods of July 2010 were recorded as the worst in the country’s history 
(CBS News, 2010). The disaster claimed 3,000 lives and wiped out whole villages in the 
Northwest region, including the Swat Valley. As aid and relief were slow to come, locals 
criticized the government for its lack of assistance in the KP province. In an attempt to fill this 
void, Islamist militants took the lead in distributing emergency aid throughout the region. The 
U.S. viewed this as a setback in the war on terror and began to compete to deliver aid to the area 
as they feared the Taliban would once again take hold of the Swat Valley (CBS News, 2010).    
Malala’s home was now making global headlines, and at this moment international media 
outlets were keen on raising the “crisis in education” with a particular focus on its impact on 
young girls. The justification for the ongoing war on terror seemed glaringly apparent in what 
was being reported in Swat. The state of girls’ education in the region was read as providing a 
glimpse into the troubling effects of Islamist Militancy in the KP province. The shutting down 
and destruction of girls’ schools was used as proof for the need to campaign harder for girls’ 
education. It is within this highly politicized moment that voices like Malala’s were not only 
sought after, but also given powerful platforms from which to speak back and resist the Taliban’s 
edict. No matter the consequences, young girls were forced to the center of this crisis and silence 
was no longer acceptable. Within this context, it is no surprise that Malala’s blog entries were 
picked up immediately by western media outlets like the BBC and the New York Times, bringing 
increased attention to the challenges around girls’ education in Pakistan.  
A “New” Model for Children’s Agency in Pakistan 
In 2009, when Malala was only eleven years old, she began blogging for the BBC, under 
the pseudonym Gul Makai. In her entries titled, Diary of a Schoolgirl, she shares with the world 
her experiences as a girl attending school in the then Taliban-controlled Swat Valley. Her entries 
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are compared to those of Anne Frank's, who she early on mentioned as someone she drew 
inspiration from. These blog entries would garner the attention of New York Times (NYT) 
editors, prompting them to send their journalists and camera crew to document her schooling 
experience. After the attack, the NYT web documentaries were viewed more than one million 
times.  
The NYT camera crew accompanied by local Pakistani journalist Irfan Ashraf shot video 
footage of the young activist and her father in their home, and in the school that her father owned 
and managed. This footage was used to create a web documentary that revolved around Malala’s 
experiences of growing-up and schooling in conflict. The visuals that accompany the narration of 
Malala’s experiences focus on the Taliban’s atrocities and violence, alongside a young girl and 
her father who raised the importance of girls’ education. The “good” Muslim- “bad” Muslim 
dichotomy presented Malala’s story as a moral tale of “good” versus “evil.” The footage of 
floggings further reinforced a war on terror rationale for girls’ empowerment via schooling. The 
documentary makes it even clearer as to why Malala’s voice and growing-up narrative was being 
given so much attention at this moment. While the documentary troublingly focuses on Malala as 
a protagonist, and does not incorporate other girls’ voices, Malala continues to raise the 
importance of many voices speaking together. Yet, it is unclear how girls living under such 
precarious circumstances can safely tell their stories. 
Malala contends that she is “one girl among many”, and that her voice alone is not 
enough. There are many stories to be told and heard, but the problems of accessibility and 
opportunity appeared to be great hurdles. However, as the focus on Malala’s case grew, global 
advocates raised her story as proof of the increasing opportunities awarded to children living in 
precarious circumstances to share their stories through digital platforms, as Malala did early on. 
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She reflects upon her own BBC blog, where she sees her career as a global advocate for girls’ 
education beginning. Digital platforms for communication provide a new space where children 
can broadcast their voices, going beyond the confines of their own communities and borders. 
Social media platforms in particular continue to be central to formulations of “voice” and an 
increased visibility of children’s agency due to the instant and far-reaching effects of social 
media platforms. “We” continue to know Malala through these platforms, which carry her voice 
and story to a “global” audience.  
Malala’s blog is a key moment in her narrative and raising her agency. However, the new 
model for children’s participation and activism that her story inspires is centered around the 2012 
Taliban-led attack. Following the attack, there has been a more concerted effort to use her story 
and “voice” in a more strategic and far-reaching way. This violent encounter became the key 
moment in Malala’s life, which would provide the inspiration, imagery, and logic for a renewed 
global commitment to girls’ education, as well as the urgent need for the “restoration” of Muslim 
girls’ voices. So much so, years later, her bloodied school uniform would be displayed at the 
Nobel Peace Prize Exhibition after she became the world’s youngest Nobel Laureate.10         
The Malala Fund provides a complete tool kit for young global advocates that focuses on 
amplifying girls’ voices, so that they can “write the story of their own lives” (Yousafzai, 2015, 
1:10). The tool kit and accompanying advocacy tools are geared towards a younger tech savvy 
generation primarily living in the Global North, even if Malala’s story is more relevant and 
applicable to girls living in countries like Northwest Pakistan. This troubling focus becomes even 
more apparent as young people are meant to accesses these different tools via the Malala Fund 
                                                             
10 In 2016 the Canadian Human Rights Museum would also display the uniform, which was given on loan 




website. The assumption is that all children, and particularly young girls, can easily access the 
website from anywhere in the world.      
Upon entering the site, a short one-minute video (2015)11 begins, with Malala speaking first 
and girls from Syria, Nigeria, Kenya, and Palestine repeating after Malala:  
“we will not be silent… 
we will not be invisible… 
we are speaking out… 
we are setting our words on fire with our books and pens…  
we are writing the story of our lives!”  
#WithMalala (Yousafzai, 2015, 6:00)  
The theme of voice, and the centering of schooling as critical in young girls realizing the 
transformative power of education, remains critical to defining the intended role of these 
advocacy tools. The ultimate goal remains grooming and training future global advocates for 
girls’ education. Malala goes on to talk about the importance of the Malala Fund, and its focus 
on bringing attention to girls’ education through amplifying girls voices. The video ends with the 
girls saying one by one, “we stand with Malala”, and the hashtag #withMalala. The website 
contains more images than text and is designed to give a visually attractive and easily shareable 
presentation of the evidence on girls’ education. The data is organized into infographics that can 
be clicked on, providing a more detailed description. Under the infographics there is an option to 
immediately tweet, Facebook post, or Instagram the data. Even before examining more closely 
the advocacy tools housed via this site, questions arise around accessibility and relevance for 
girls whose faces are used to advertise this new model of children’s engagement. While, these 
                                                             
11 The website has since changed from the time of my data collection and analysis and the video has 
been replaced with a more recent one 
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diverse images of childhood are represented in the opening video, their varying interests, 
concerns, and needs cannot be captured through this online medium of engagement. These are 
children’s perspectives that must be documented with care, patience, responsibility, and trust.  
Their voices and images cannot simply provide a beautiful, colorful backdrop against which 
Malala speaks and acts. This approach to fostering children’s engagement in debates about girls’ 
education fails to create space for differing perspectives and approaches. 
Malala’s Memoir. The first and arguably most important advocacy tool created by the 
Malala Fund is Malala’s memoir co-authored with well-known British foreign journalist 
Christina Lamb (2013). The website houses numerous links to purchase her memoir and share 
what they refer to as a timeless tale of bravery, courage and resolve. The title I Am Malala: The 
Girl Who Stood up for Education and was Shot by the Taliban (Lamb & Yousafzai, 2013) frames 
her narration around the tragic events of October 2, 2012, when she was almost silenced forever. 
The centrality of this experience is again reinforced in the title and is deliberate. Her story is 
narrated against the static backdrop of Northwest Pakistan which remains far behind the Western 
world. The reader is given a window into the life of a Pashtun school girl who paid the ultimate 
price for raising her voice, but at the same time became a global icon. Yet, amidst all the unique 
details and specificity of local context, the ability to translate her story in a way that resonates 
beyond contexts of conflict and war is critical. In the last pages of her memoir she writes, 
My goal in writing this book was to raise my voice on behalf of the millions of girls around 
the world who are being denied the right to go to school and realize their potential. I hope 
my story will inspire girls to raise their voices and embrace the power within themselves, but 
my mission does not end there. My mission, our mission, demands that we act decisively to 
educate girls and empower them to change their lives and communities (p. 327).    
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The call to participate is clear, but its translation amidst diverse audiences remains the key 
challenge. It is clear that Malala’s efforts are targeting young girls’ living in precarious and 
unsafe conditions who continue to face great obstacles in realizing their right to education. 
However, it is less clear as to how, and if, her voice has gone beyond the halls of the United 
Nations and the sold-out auditoriums in the US and UK, and into the communities and regions 
where the “silenced” reside.   
These sorts of advocacy tools, such as her memoir, seem to resonate more within 
communities and institutions situated in the Global North. Her memoir is an international best-
seller, with over 1 million copies sold, and is translated into 40 languages. Amidst these 
celebratory voices arising out of the Global North, it becomes difficult to understand and even 
map the utility of such tools amongst girls living in Pakistan, where the book has been banned in 
some regions of the country.12 Yet, it seems that this particular vantage point does not configure 
well into the construction and proliferation of these tools. The Malala Fund continues to push 
forward this approach without any attention to its relevancy and possible critiques. Instead, 
raising the necessity to expand the reach of the memoir takes high priority. Western institutions 
of education, as well as development organizations, continue to celebrate this need and profit off 
of Malala’s narrative and voice.  
Resource Guide for Educators.  In 2014, the Global Women’s Institute at George 
Washington University released a resource guide for educators, tailored to high school and 
university students. In the opening pages of the guide, the authors state, “Malala’s memoir opens 
the door to some of the greatest challenges of our modern world. It is about politics, education, 
culture, religion and violence against women and girls” (Resource Guide, 2014, p.3). Faculty 
                                                             
12 Like in Malala’s home province of KP 
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from a wide range of disciplines contributed to the development of the resource guide. The hope 
is that it will challenge high school and university students in the U.S. to think deeply, share their 
experiences, and engage with their communities. A link to the resource guide is also housed 
within the Malala Fund website.    
Documentary Film. One of the most highly anticipated and visually compelling 
advocacy tools is the documentary film, He Named Me Malala (2016), directed by oscar 
winning, American documentary filmmaker Davis Guggenheim. The film provides a portrait of 
Malala as the world’s best-known global advocate for girls’ education, and her tireless efforts 
ensuring girls’ education remains a global priority. In a media interview, Guggenheim shared his 
thoughts on the film and its scope.  
The theme of the movie is how an ordinary person can find their voice and how 
powerful you can be if you express that [emphasis added]. Girls respond to this movie 
and connect to this idea that speaking up is a vital part of their lives... Girls all over the 
world confront [the same issue], which is, do they feel equal? Do they feel strong enough 
to speak out? (3BL Media Press Release, March 8, 2015)    
Guggenheim highlights the relevancy and ability for all girls to connect to the theme of the 
movie that is centered around the power of voice. Once again, we see how critical it is for 
Malala’s proponents, and the architects of this model of children’s participation, to make her 
story translatable and digestible for western audiences. He asserts that girls all over the world 
confront the same issue, which he articulates as questions of equality and the strength to speak 
out. This universalizing of young girls’ experiences is highly troubling and problematic. It 
oversimplifies and decontextualizes the diverse challenges and issues young girls face and raises 
the importance of presenting Malala’s story in ways that carry more meaning for the men, 
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women, and children in the audience. From this vantage point, Guggenheim produced a powerful 
and stimulating story that clearly delineated “good” from “evil”.         
In the opening scenes, Malala shares the story of her namesake, Malalai of Maiwand. An 
Afghan teenage girl who was said to have inspired the Afghan army to defeat the British in 1880, 
in one of the biggest battles of the Second Anglo-Afghan War. In Malala’s memoir, she writes, 
“in Malalai we Pashtuns have our very own Joan of Arc. All Pashtun children grow up with the 
story” (p.14-15). Alongside Malala’s narration of this historic moment, is an animated portrayal 
of this famous battle scene. Donning a red shawl, Malalai climbs to the top of a mountain, and 
calls out to the Afghan army in retreat: “spending one day as a lion and dying is better than being 
a slave!” She leads her people back from retreat and is ultimately shot by the British. The gun 
shot scene fast forwards the viewer to an October 2, 2012 news headlines of Malala’s attack, and 
images of her body lying on a stretcher.  
The opening scene presents Pashtuns within the historical context of a battle scene and a 
young girl guiding them to victory. The symbolism and parallels with the global framing of 
Malala’s narrative are clear: while the Pashtuns of Malala’s time are engaged in a different sort 
of battle, the documentary suggests that they are in need of voices like Malala’s to be reminded 
of what is “good”. Yet, it is particularly troubling how we come to know and understand the 
Pashtun from the beginning of the film to the end. He is found in the guise of the Taliban 
flogging, beheading, and engaging in violent armed resistance. His target is an educated Pashtun 
girl that would rather die as a lion than live as a slave. The burden on the Pashtun girl becomes 
immeasurable, and death or violent retribution seems to be imminent. Yet, she must continue to 
speak for girls’ education; education is the only solution. The problem with this picture is it 
presents a harmful view of Pashtun girls’ agency that emphasizes independence and 
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individuality. Using a discourse of responsibilization, Malala and Pashtun girls more generally 
are responsible for fighting the Taliban on their own using the weapon of education. The 
responsibilities of global powers and the Pakistani establishment are obscured, and the burden of 
agency is placed heavily upon the shoulders of all ready vulnerable childhoods. Furthermore, 
Pashtun girls’ agency is analyzed as a sociological ‘fact’ rather than as a product of power.        
The construction of these advocacy tools and their widespread proliferation point to the 
very clear agenda of the Malala Fund and global advocates that continue to center her narrative. 
Their intentions in sharing this global telling of her story are: to inspire others to do the same; put 
a spotlight on the challenges and issues of girls’ education; illustrate why investing in girls’ 
education is urgent; and to model a form of agency and resistance that can be replicated all over 
the world. There are great implications and consequences embedded within these intentions that 
remain unexplored and overlooked, particularly the last one. Nonetheless, global proponents 
continue to push for the wide-spread application of this model particularly during the war on 
terror.       
Wide-spread application of this model during the war on terror 
I end this chapter by focusing on one particular application of this model within US foreign 
policy. This particular application is deliberately highlighted in order to illustrate the relationship 
between geopolitics and girls’ education. At the time secretary of state, Hillary Clinton was at 
the forefront of a push towards grooming young global advocates and making girls’ education a 
major focus of US foreign policy efforts. In 2012, on the International Day of the Girl Child, 
Clinton issued a press statement saying: “Putting women and girls at the center of our foreign 
policy is not only the right thing to do, it’s the smart thing to do” (Clinton, 2012). Along these 
lines, she has repeatedly singled out Malala’s story as the strongest evidence for this claim. She 
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quotes Malala as saying: “If this new generation is not given pens, they will be given guns” 
(Clinton, 2013, Women in the World keynote address). In 2015, the same day as Malala’s 
documentary premiere, Clinton launched the Collaborative for Harnessing Ambition and 
Resources for Girls’ Education (CHARGE), at the 10th Clinton Global Initiative (CGI) Annual 
Meeting in New York City.   
As a global initiative, CHARGE, was made up of more than 30 companies, civil society 
organizations, multilaterals and governments that committed over $600 million dollars to reach 
14 million girls in a five-year timespan. At the launch, Clinton, alongside her daughter Chelsea 
Clinton, asserted, “It’s time to both celebrate the progress we’ve made and redouble our efforts” 
(Clinton, 2015). Distinguished Fellow at the Center for Universal Education at the Brookings 
Institution, Julia Gillard, echoed Clinton’s sentiments and furthered them by stating: 
I think across the world, as we talk about women in developing countries, there’s  
been increasing recognition that empowering women and girls is a key change agent for 
development [emphasis added]. There have been some truly shocking incidents that have 
caused us to have tears in our eyes and sharply intake our breath—what happened to Malala, 
what has happened with the Nigerian school girls—that powerfully remind us that in some 
parts of the world, getting an education is still a very dangerous thing for a girl. It’s being 
targeted because it’s powerful. Education is powerful, which is why some people want to 
stop it and why we should feel so passionate about ensuring that it occurs. (Dockterman, 
2015). 
This further reinforces the need for “local” girls’ voices, like Malala’s, to demonstrate the 
“power” of education and its ability to transform. More precisely, it raises the centrality of 
schooling to the process of empowerment and also as a way of gauging progress. This is further 
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reinforced in the goals that are recognized as the “second generation” of girls’ education issues 
that must be addressed in order for the Sustainable Development Goal (SDG-4) of quality 
education to be realized. The goals are as follows: 
● Ensure that girls can attend and complete primary and secondary school; 
● Make schools safer and more secure; 
● Improve the quality of learning for girls; 
● Support girls’ transition to higher education and employment; and 
● Cultivate local country leaders to champion this work at the grassroots level. 
(Press Release 2015) 
 
The application of this model for children’s participation and activism inspired by Malala via 
global initiatives like Clinton’s and others focuses on a particular dimension of Malala’s 
schooling experience in the Swat Valley and uses it to design and implement education 
initiatives. This is then marketed as the “best” approach to girls’ education informed by 
children’s perspectives. Yet, this approach raises questions around the translation and 
documentation of Malala’s experiences in the Swat Valley and the framing of her agency. 
Specifically, what is missing? What is even more troubling is the call for more Malala’s, and the 
use of Malala’s narrative in constructing the “best” approach to accessing and translating these 
voices and experiences with little to no attention to responsibility, safety, and ethical 
considerations.      
The Challenges of this model 
The advocacy tools that I have highlighted13 all raise the power of voice and narrative, in 
a model that is supposedly easily replicable across contexts and spaces. The more difficult idea 
to translate and replicate is the idea that schooling can help Muslim girls access the kind of 
agency and childhood this model is promoting. While proponents of this model claim that 
Malala’s case can be used as “proof” or “evidence” in the schooling argument, this may only be 
                                                             
13 There are definitely more advocacy tools, but the ones I have focused on were raised early on and I 
understand as creating the base of the Malala Model.  
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the case when her story is told from the global vantage point that is shared here. This vantage 
point underlines the authenticity of grass-roots models as challenging the more ubiquitous top-
down approaches to education and development in the Global South. This conclusion is drawn 
based on the assumption that with an increase in the visibility of Muslim girls’ agency, they are 
now able to not only recognize the challenges and risks of schooling in conflict, but also, are able 
to create the best solutions. All they need are more platforms like the Malala Fund and Clinton’s 
CHARGE initiative to allow them to testify to the power of education by sharing their own 
stories of schooling in conflict. Subsequently, knowledge from “below” is read as the most 
meaningful and authentic in understanding, studying girls’ education, and engaging in debates 
about girls’ education. Yet, what remains under analyzed is how voices like Malala’s are being 
accessed and documented in ways that are unethical, harmful, manipulative, and in violation of 
their rights as children.    
Lastly, this model supposedly raises an “easy” solution to the problem of access. Just as 
the digital age has provided a new platform for young girls to raise their voices and engage in 
issues like girls’ education, similarly it has presented new technologies and social media 
platforms as a means to access and amplify girls’ voices like Malala’s, with a variety of goals 
and ambitions. International journalists find it as a quick and powerful means of documenting 
local perspectives. Development “experts” and global advocates find it useful in supporting 
existing claims of the power and promise of education amidst conflict. They understand these 
digital platforms as providing a unique opportunity to give visibility to and document children’s 
agentive qualities and capabilities in ways that were previously unheard of. Yet, with all of the 
success through the endorsements of world leaders, celebrities, and international development 
organizations that this approach displays, its packaging poses not only great risks and challenges 
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as a replicable model, but its focus on individual voices outside of a more complex, inter-
relational, and contextual understanding of children’s agency is problematic. It presents an 
overly simplistic, de-contextualized and romanticized vision of children’s participation that 
ignores politics and power, and ignores questions like: what sorts of challenges accompany this 
sort of engagement and ease of accessibility? Which voices remain muted and inaccessible? Is 
there a safer, more accountable, and ethical approach to documenting children’s experiences? 
These questions are sidelined by the relevancy of this model for children’s participation and 
activism in a global context where the threat of Islamist violence and militancy takes center 
stage. 
Conclusion 
In this chapter, I examined what the proponents of this global telling of Malala’s story 
purport children’s participation can, and should, look like within the context of girls’ education. 
This translation very compellingly raises the idea that young people are active in the construction 
of meaning and knowledge, rooted in the experiences of growing-up and going to school in a 
region of conflict. However, what is less understood is the way that this knowledge and 
corresponding notions of children’s agency, education, and conflict are employed and used by 
the Global North. Most troubling is the construction of global campaigns and initiatives that 
cater more to the needs, best interests, and values of childhood understood from the perspectives 
of those living in the U.S. and UK. The questions that arise out of this discussion for me are: 
When we want to study girls’ education in Northwest Pakistan, where do we go? How do we 
study it? What is the best way to understand it? Does Malala’s case give us a complete picture? 
What is missing? What is not being said? Is a more careful re-reading of Malala’s experiences 
and agency possible?  
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These questions and tensions raised through Malala’s case cannot and should not be 
overlooked. What becomes urgent and necessary is a theoretical and methodological approach 
that places at the center of analysis the child, rather than the schooling experience. This requires 
a more robust definition of children’s agency and similarly concepts of childhood, education, and 
conflict. It raises the need to go beyond individual narratives like Malala’s - however, not before 
offering a critical re-examination of her case. If the reasoning behind this remains unclear, it is 
important to reiterate it here: The challenges and issues of girls’ education raised and framed 
through the “global” translation of Malala’s story cannot be applied to the diverse experiences of 
Pashtun childhood and schooling in conflict. Furthermore, if the normalization and wide-spread 
proliferation of these views as representative of Pashtun childhoods persists not only will global 
agendas like the Malala Fund’s and EFA’s fail to reach their ends, but also will be more harmful 
and dangerous for local childhoods and communities.  The co-optation of voice and agency is 
particularly troubling as global advocates push for more Malalas. Now is the time to challenge 
the notion that “we” need more Malala’s and to carefully question the desire to “give voice” or 
translate Muslim girls experiences. Malala’s case can be used to a much greater analytic and 
interventionist advantage rather than simply invocations of the authenticity of the “Other”. This 
must happen if we truly wish to center the best interests of children and advocate alongside them 
for not only their right to an education, but also their right to safety, the protection of their best 






CHAPTER 5: METHODS-CHILDREN’S AGENCY IN VIRTUAL AND PHYSICAL 
SPACES 
 
This study on children’s agency, girls’ education, and Pashtun children uses a multi-sited 
critical globalization approach in understanding the educational challenges and risks that have 
arisen in the post- September 11, 2001 period. The strategies of qualitative inquiry employed are: 
life histories, critical media analysis, critical ethnography, and children’s ethnography. The 
research design allows for a child-centered and context-specific study of children’s agency in 
both digital and physical spaces that are becoming increasingly dangerous in geopolitical 
hotspots like Northwest Pakistan. The purpose is to better inform debates about girls’ education 
and Pashtun children by providing a “safer” and more ethical methodological approach that takes 
into consideration Muslim children’s agency situated amidst the educational challenges and risks 
that have arisen during the war on terror. 
The chapter is organized around two distinct phases of research. Phase 1 is a study of 
Malala and ways that her agency as a girl (see chapter 4) served to project a certain kind of 
meaning onto children’s agency more generally, especially the girl child. The methodological 
approaches utilized are life histories and critical media analysis. The objective is to understand 
the conditions and actors that led Malala to “exert her agency” and become a blogger- activist.  
Through this more critical lens, the new model for children’s participation inspired by Malala’s 
story is challenged by local Pashtun reactions that reject the overall packaging of Malala’s 
message of girls’ education. The shift from virtual spaces to physical spaces requires a shift in 
methods.  
Phase 2 looks more broadly at schooling in environments of conflict. It uses critical and 
children’s ethnography to study Pashtun children’s agency. Yet, both phases overlap with one 
another and inform data analysis. For example, Phase 1 findings helped shift the theoretical lens 
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towards an understanding of “silence” that is embedded in questions of agency. Thus, using 
Spivak’s idea of “measuring silences” becomes particularly helpful in the second phase of 
research. I elaborate each phase in more detail below. 
Phase 1: Malala as A Case Study: Observing Children’s Agency in the Age of Social Media 
In taking Malala as a case study, I use the life-history approach to biographical research. 
This approach draws on narrative analysis and inquiry as a strong methodological approach in 
examining questions pertaining to the conditions and actors that led Malala to “exert her 
agency”. Life histories do not have to cover the span of an entire life but can focus on collecting 
and analyzing data on a particular period or experience in a person’s life, like childhood or 
elementary school, or on a particular topic like friendship or marriage (Denzin, 1978; Becker, 
1970b). The objective here is tracing that time in Malala’s life when she was expressing her 
voice and gaining an audience in social media spaces and was being groomed as an activist and 
global advocate for girls’ education. Critical scholarship, like Linda Herrera’s, that examines 
issues pertaining to youth life histories as a methodological approach can offer great insight. 
Herrera writes,  
[…] life histories cannot claim representativeness or provide the basis for statistical 
generalization. What the life history approach can offer is a means to arrive at a deeper 
understanding of the life trajectories of individuals and, in so doing, gain insight into 
larger social collectivities and conditions. As Cole and Knowles (2001: II) elucidate in 
their work Lives in Context: “To understand some of the complexities, complications, and 
confusions within the life of just one member of a community is to gain insights into the 
collective…[E]very in-depth exploration of an individual life-in-context brings us that 
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much closer to understanding the complexities of lives in communities (Herrera, 2010, 
p.129-130). 
Along these lines, a study of Malala’s agency through life histories can offer great insight into 
issues like geopolitics and girls’ education.   
While the main source of data used in a life histories approach is participant-observations 
or interviewing, increasingly, qualitative researchers are turning to documents as their primary 
sources of data (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). This move has come about in part due to the influence 
of discourse theory developed in literature departments and in cultural studies. Yet, scholars in 
other disciplines are finding this approach useful as well. The unique dilemma of conducting 
research in virtual spaces is locating data sources across a dynamic and constantly shifting field 
site. Life histories does not adequately deal with this digital landscape that is difficult to 
navigate. For this reason, Critical Media Studies provides a creative solution to this unique 
dilemma.    
In the digital age, online spaces like Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, websites, and blogs 
are sources of data that are increasingly being used in qualitative studies (boyd & Crawford, 
2012). While new media becomes a compelling and easily accessible source of data for life 
histories, Critical Media Studies scholars are keen in presenting a more critical and complex 
view of communications and interactions within digital spaces (boyd, 2015; boyd & Crawford, 
2012; McChesney, 2007; Fuchs, 2009; Rajagopal, 2004). Their work is critical for those 
interested in incorporating Big Data in qualitative and quantitative educational inquiry.  
Critical Media scholars provide a more cautious view of big data and its application 
within research (boyd & Crawford, 2012). The limits of data collected in digital contexts are 
important to consider. First, it is necessary to keep in mind that data represents a particular 
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subset. The issue of the digital divide is critical and keeping in mind that although connectivity is 
growing it excludes a particular sector of the global population. Second, taken out of context, 
data loses meaning and value. This is an important reminder for those engaged in this method of 
data collection and analysis. Understanding issues of power, politics, history, and economics 
cannot be left out of understanding Big Data that appears to speak for itself.  
Furthermore, this approach provides a more complex and nuanced view of digital 
contexts as research sites. Scholars like danah boyd (2012) understand individuals or 
communities “digital traces” as a unique vantage point from which to study communications and 
interaction, however, at the same time she cautiously raises the reality technology cannot be 
understood simply as good, bad, or even neutral. New digital technologies have environmental, 
social, and human consequences that go far beyond their immediate purposes. This reality is lost 
amidst currents of hope and fear that often obscure the more nuanced and subtle shifts that are 
underway (boyd & Crawford, 2012).     
Guiding Research Questions 
 For phase 1, the guiding research questions focus on piecing together a life history of 
Malala that focuses on the themes of children’s agency, Pashtun childhood, girls’ education, and 
geopolitics. To reiterate, the period of Malala’s life history observed was from 10 to 18 years old 
with a focus on her grooming as an activist and transformation into the best-known global 
advocate for girls’ education (10-15 years old). The questions are: 
1. What are the challenges of children’s participation and online activism in the age of 
social media? 
2. How does Malala’s story shape views of Muslim girls’ and their education? 
3. What questions of children’s agency arise while studying Malala’s life history? 
92 
 
4. How is Malala’s agency constructed, documented, and circulated? 
5. What does a study of Malala’s agency reveal about the relationship between geopolitics 
and girls’ education? 
The research design that follows is constructed around these questions and informed by them.       
Data Sources 
U.S. and Pakistani social media spaces are the primary sources for data collection in this 
phase of research. These diverse spaces provide a unique vantage point from which to observe 
Malala’s life history and situate the rise of her agency and advocacy as a global phenomenon. 
The compilation of Malala’s life history was no small task. It required endless hours in front of a 
computer tracing bits and pieces of biographical and contextual data. To begin, it is important to 
note that the biography of Malala that was constructed from these data sources was digitally 
traced starting after her attack (2012). Some data sources are published earlier but were not 
accessed until 2012. As a result, this life histories approach informed by Critical Media Studies 
required a lot of archival searching and locating of online information that went as far back as 
2007.  
I used data from US and Pakistani based audiences on Facebook, Twitter, and various 
blogs and news stories that were shared in these social media spaces directly after her attack. 
This helped in understanding the diverse reactions to her story and rise as a global icon. I also 
followed social media accounts of government leaders, celebrities, western-led development 
organizations, religious leaders, politicians, colleagues, friends, and family. I observed their 
posts on Malala, specifically during key moments in her career and immediately following her 
attack. Additionally, the Malala Fund website became an important source for data collection. 
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The global advocacy tools made available via the site were analyzed in great detail. These tools 
are: a resource guide for students, and teacher resource materials.   
Alongside these digital sources of data, there were visual sources, written documents, and 
one participant that were used as sources for data. Malala’s memoir, documentary films, 
interviews, speeches, and development reports were all used in assembling her life history. In 
these sources, Malala narrated stories of growing up during the war on terror and the educational 
challenges and difficulties she faced on a daily basis. Pashtun journalist Irfan Ashraf is the only 
participant in this phase of study. Ashraf was the mastermind behind the NYT documentaries 
that gave Malala a larger global audience. He lived in Northwest Pakistan when Malala was 
starting her career as an activist. He first met her and her father when Malala was only ten years 
old. Ashraf was an invaluable source in understanding Malala’s life history while she was living 
and going to school in Taliban-controlled Swat. He pointed me to a variety of published 
interviews, media sources, and his own scholarly articles on his role in the grooming of Malala. 
Although at the time he was living in Carbondale, IL, I did not get the opportunity to meet with 
him in person. However, our communication took place via Skype, Facebook messenger, and 
email correspondence.  
Data Collection 
The techniques of data collection are observations, discourse analysis of key texts like 
Malala’s memoir, films, and reports. I also used email correspondence and un-structured 
interviews via Facebook and Skype. I took screen shots of tweets, Facebook posts, and Instagram 
images. I saved videos, links, files, and policy papers that were shared through these various 
posts related to Malala’s case and promoted by the Malala Fund. I arranged them according to 
key moments and the date collected. 
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Observations. Data was collected from October 2012 to April 2016. Observations and 
assembling Malala’s life history began on October 2, 2012 after receiving news of Malala’s 
attack via social media. Literally hours after the shooting, I saved tweets and posts from friends 
and family living in Pakistan. Thus, Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram became the main 
platforms for my initial observations. I took screen shots of posts, tweets, and images. Also, 
using these platforms I collected popular news articles, online videos, images, op-ed pieces, and 
observed reactions to the attack and collected traces of Malala’s life history and details of the 
attack.  I focused my observations on both US-based reactions and news reports, and juxtaposed 
those against the voices, online news reports, videos, and images being shared and broadcast in 
social media spaces from within Pakistan. My observations were not limited to news of the 
attack but carried on into 2016. I did more detailed observations during key moments that were 
defined as making “global” news headlines or trending topics on social media platforms. Some 
of these key moments were Malala’s first public address after the attack (UN Speech, 2013), 
news of Malala’s winning the Nobel (2014), Malala’s visit to Nigeria and meeting with Chibok 
girls (2014), the release of the documentary film ‘He Named Me Malala’ (2015), various social 
media campaigns, and viral videos. 
Documents. I analyzed several key documents: Malala’s memoir, George Washington 
University Resource Guide, Malala’s children’s book, text of UN Speech, text of Nobel 
Acceptance Speech, online news articles, transcripts of interviews, and documentaries. 
Interviews. My correspondence with Irfan Ashraf was between 2013-2014. I used un-
structured interviews, guided by questions about Malala’s life history. The focus of these 
conversations was Ashraf’s role in her grooming as an activist and the circumstances that led to 
her attack. Skype was also a platform used to conduct interviews and share correspondence.  
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Data Analysis  
Organization. I organized Phase 1 data into two main groups for analysis:  
1. “Documents/Interviews Used in Analysis”  
2. “Observations for Analysis”  
The digital and visual media sources were analyzed via screen shots and visiting the web 
pages that housed these sources. I also created a digital file, and within this file I saved images, 
audios, videos and text pertaining to that specific digital source. For the documentaries and 
interviews, I also took screen shots and made notes after multiple viewings. These notes were 
later transcribed and color-coded with the respective themes. 
Figure 2 (see appendix) shows how I organized observations carried out within digital 
spaces. I organized these observations according to what I understood as key events. Some key 
events required one day of data collection, and others I spent weeks observing and documenting. 
I created digital files for each event, and organized data under each respective event. This 
included screen shots, images, websites, links to stories/videos, and my own notes recorded in 
my Phase 1 field diary. My field notes, along with observations, and digital documentation, were 
all transcribed in one file for each event. This made it easier to code and also to analyze the 
various themes.   
Coding. It is important to give a brief overview of how I analyzed my data according to 
each theme. I drew on the theoretical frameworks of the NSSC, Education and Conflict, and 
Subaltern Studies when applying these codes during data analysis. For both documents and 
observations, I used the same themes for coding. First, the designation of US and Pakistani 
under each theme helped me to distinguish between the two distinct vantage points that I was 
examining. For example, within each theme, context, sources, and events were contextualized in 
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differing ways within the US and Pakistan. I made sure to italicize the US vantage point and 
bold Pakistani perspectives. Yet, it is important to note that within each vantage point there 
were diverse perspectives shaped by class, ethnicity, gender, history, and politics.  
The code context was applied to data that helped in understanding the contextual details 
that frame Malala’s story and inform her life history. The focus in this study was on the 
geopolitical context that largely informs these debates on girls’ education.  The code methods 
was applied to data that highlighted the challenges of researching in virtual spaces. Furthermore, 
this code identifies data that raises the limitations of not having access to Malala. On the other 
hand, the code was also used to mark data that raised the strengths and unique perspectives of 
life histories and critical media studies. The code childhood was applied to data that helped in 
understanding views of Malala’s childhood experiences. Particularly, using NSSC theorizations 
of childhood as a guide in coding data that showed the construction of childhood within these 
diverse sources. The code agency was applied to data that informed the construction of agency 
and its documentation. I used NSSC, alongside conflict theories in education and Subaltern 
studies, theorizations of children’s agency as the frameworks for locating data pertaining to the 
construction and documentation of Malala’s agency. The code silence marked data that helped in 
understanding the construction of Malala’s “journey to silence”. Spivak’s conceptualization of 
silence was central in identifying this type of data. Finally, the code education was applied to 
data that helped piece together Malala’s schooling experiences in a region of conflict. Also, it 
was used in identifying data that helped to understand the complex, multifaceted role of 






The biggest limitation was the inability to interview Malala directly and observe her 
within diverse settings. Furthermore, using digital spaces as sites for observations and data 
collection presents challenges and limitations as well. First, the issue of the digital divide, 
particularly in Pakistan, becomes pronounced. The data here represents a particular subset of 
people, and their understanding and consumption of Malala’s narrative. This highlights the 
importance of context and the reminder that taken out of context, data loses meaning and value 
(Boyd & Crawford, 2012). Second, accessibility of big data is limited, and can be hard to trace 
and archive. For example, Twitter and Facebook are examples of Big Data sources that offer 
very poor archiving and search functions. This became an issue when I was trying to piece 
together Malala’s life history narrative before the attack. Locating data and sources before 2012 
was difficult, and it was common to find broken links or website that were no longer functioning.  
Phase 2: Pashtun Children’s Agency from the Perspective of Schooling in Conflict 
 Phase 1 data analysis and findings raised the urgency in further exploring the harmful 
consequences of the Malala-inspired model of children’s participation being promoted in 
contexts of schooling in conflict. Examining issues pertaining to children’s agency in this 
particular case raised the deleterious consequences of the alignment of geopolitical goals and 
objectives with the important message of girls’ education. There were other Pashtun children’s 
voices alongside Malala’s that required consideration. Thus, phase 2 of this study was designed 
with these initial findings in mind. In phase 2, Pashtun children’s agency was studied within 
three different schooling in conflict scenarios. The shift in field sites from the virtual to the 
physical required a re-working of the methods in this study, but still informed by the theoretical 
insights of the NSSC, conflict theories in education, and Subaltern Studies.  
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 To begin, the challenges and dilemmas that arise while researching with children in 
regions of conflict require a more complex, contextual, flexible, and responsive methodological 
approach. Furthermore, these challenges are further exacerbated when researching with 
populations that are extremely vulnerable and marginalized, like Pashtun children that are 
growing up during the war on terror. Educational institutions, their students, and staff are 
centered in this bloody conflict that has raised educational challenges and risks. Amidst these 
challenges and dilemmas of research, combining methodological approaches derived from 
Critical Ethnography and Children’s Ethnography helped in constructing a safer, more ethical, 
child-centered study of Pashtun children’s agency. 
 Critical Ethnography (CE) as a methodological framework can contribute greatly to 
studies on education (Herrera & Torres, 2006). While CE is fundamentally local and 
ethnographic, it “moves beyond the school to examine links between local cultural practices and 
the community, the region, the state, and the economy” (Holland cited in Herrera & Torres, 
2006, p.3). Scholars Herrera and Torres (2006) argue that these types of studies “can serve to 
inform educators, reformers, policy-makers and diverse publics towards a greater understanding 
of issues relating to social justice, participation, and democracy, and also their antitheses, 
injustice, passivity, and authoritarianism” (p.3). This is critical in this study that highlights the 
role of conflict in shaping schooling experiences and the exercise of children’s agency. Moving 
beyond the classroom brings into view the diverse experiences of schooling in conflict. 
Furthermore, the diverse interests, needs, and perspectives of Pashtun children come into view 
and open up the possibility to inform debates, discourses, and policies about girls’ education.   
 Children’s Ethnography enhances CE as a methodological approach by focusing on the 
formation of tools of inquiry that are constructed with the needs and best interests of children in 
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mind (Christenson, 2004; Christenson & James, 2000; Fine & Sandstrom, 1988; Jirata, 2011; 
Mandell, 1991; Mayall, 2000; Morrow & Richards, 1996; Punch, 2002). To begin, it is critical 
that research be understood as a dialogical process when researching with children (Christenson, 
2004). This requires entering into children’s “cultures of communication” and understanding the 
ways they engage with and respond to research. First, this entails building trust which requires 
longer periods of observation. Second, the research process must reflect children’s experiences, 
interests, values, and everyday routines. For example, heightened attention is given to the context 
and timing of communication.  
 Next, the role of the researcher is another distinct point raised by these methods. The 
research relationships that are developed during fieldwork are critical in documenting children’s 
experiences in ways that are safe and comfortable for the children and communities involved 
(Fine & Sandstrom, 1988). Yet, at the same time it is critical for the ethnographer to develop this 
relationship in a way that does not mask his or her adult role (Mandell, 1991). Scholars like 
Mayall (2000) raise the importance of paying close attention to how adulthood is constructed 
within the diverse contexts of childhood being studied. This step is critical in working towards 
presenting oneself as an “unusual type of adult” that children feel comfortable and safe engaging 
with. A particularly effective role that is utilized when researching in such contexts is the least 
adult role (Mandell 1991). The least adult role recognizes the importance of the adult to child 
relationship, but at the same time allows for the child to guide and reformulate the questions 
addressed to him or her. It opens up the possibility for dialogue raising the importance of 
‘looking and listening.’ The adult friend is another role used to enhance dialogue and foster 
conversation, but at the same time remain transparent about one’s positionality and objectives. 
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This sort of transparency is one of the major strengths of ethnography as a qualitative strategy of 
inquiry.     
 Lastly, like CE, Children’s Ethnography also raises the embeddedness of power in the 
process of research. Again, research is viewed as a practice that is a part of social life rather than 
an external contemplation of it. However, when researching with children special consideration 
must be given to the intricacies of the movement of power as it is produced and negotiated in the 
social interactions of child to adult, child to child, and adult to adult. The local settings of 
research raise unique challenges rooted in accessibility, accountability, security, and ethical 
considerations (Punch, 2002). This pushes for a heightened awareness of broader issues of social 
and cultural life that are, or can be, sensitive to the issue of power. It also raises the importance 
of reassurances of privacy and anonymity because of children’s vulnerability. In regard to 
accessibility, a fine-tuned understanding of power dynamics is critical in negotiating with adult 
gatekeepers and caretakers that control access to and engagement with young populations. 
Guiding Research Questions 
 For Phase 2, the guiding research questions are formulated using questions of Malala’s 
agency that arise out of her story. A key finding that arose is the “journey to silence” that is 
embedded within the study of Malala’s agency. This shifts the exploration of children’s agency 
more towards the mechanism or technique of silencing that renders the subaltern silent in the 
first place. NSSC and conflict theories in education scholars raise the complexity and nuance of 
children’s agency, but what about the complexity and nuance of silence? Pashtun children were 




1. How is Pashtun children’s agency constructed in a local community that is embroiled in 
politics informed by the ‘war on terror’? 
2. How do these hegemonic constructions shape views about Pashtun children and their 
education?  
3. How are Pashtun children constructing, reinforcing and re-defining narratives and 
experiences of conflict?  
4. How do they make sense of and cope with conflict? 
5. What does a study of Pashtun children’s agency reveal about the relationship between 
geopolitics and girls’ education? 
The research design that follows is constructed around these questions and informed by them. 
Research Site  
Every participant involved in phase 2 lived in or had family that lived in Warsak Place. 
Warsak Place is defined throughout the study as a village. This definition is maintained because 
all research participants used this terminology. Yet, it is important to expand the vision of a 
village beyond the popular imagining of dirt roads and mud laid houses. Warsak Place has 
transformed in the past decade, defying popular images of a rural village.  
Warsak Place is located in the western most corner of the district of Peshawar, just 30 
miles from the Afghan border and 2 kilometers from the city center. With a population of about 
12,000, Warsak Place is comprised of predominantly ethnic Pashtuns. At the time of the study, 
there were a large number of Afghan14 refugees, many of whom migrated as a result of the US 
invasion of Afghanistan, and some whose families migrated after the Soviet Invasion in the 
1960s.15 The nearby drone war and Pakistani-led military offensives against the Taliban in the 
                                                             
14 All were still ethnically Pashtun 
15 They were all sent back to Afghanistan in 2017 
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FATA region has exponentially increased the number of Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs). 
The FATA region is located just 25 kilometers west of the village. Pashto is the primary language 
spoken in the area. Yet, the language of instruction in schools is Urdu. Urdu is the national 
language of Pakistan and its use throughout government schools in the province as an attempt to 
promote and foster national identity. In addition to Urdu, English is becoming more common 
place amongst children from upper and middle-class families. Most are able to read, write, and 
speak in English with varying levels of fluency.  
Participants  
Sixty-six Pashtun men, women, and children contributed to phase 2 of this study. All 
participants were Pashtun and Muslim, but with varying levels of religiosity. Data with these 
participants was collected during my fieldwork in Peshawar from December 2013 to May 2014. 
The bulk of data was gathered within Warsak Place where I was staying, and a few interviews 
were conducted outside of this rural setting. Thirty-five school-going Pashtun children took part 
in the study. Thirty were Pashtun girls ranging in age from 12-16 years and attended the 
government school and girls’ madrasa in the village. Five participants were Pashtun boys 
between the ages of 10 and 11, all of whom attended Army Public School-Peshawar boys branch 
(APS). Of the 66 participants, 20 were the adult family members or caretakers of the children 
involved in the study. Ten were female between the ages of 35 and 75, and ten were males 
between 40 and 80 years old.  
Purposive and snowballing sampling techniques were used to recruit participants. The 
initial focus was in recruiting Pashtun girls between the ages of 10 and 15. The rationale behind 
this focus was the specific age group is the target of Malala Fund initiatives. This age cohort is 
understood as receiving a secondary school education. This schooling segment is identified as 
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facing the “second generation” of girls’ education issues that are the new focus of international 
development initiatives. Furthermore, Malala’s life history focused on this period of her life and 
this helped with triangulation and extrapolating larger themes for this particular age group. 
Another impetus behind this focus is the marginality of this age group. Because of cultural and 
religiously imposed guidelines for modesty, girls are no longer allowed to go outside of their 
homes without donning a large shawl. The shawl must cover the hair, the mouth and nose, and 
not reveal the shape of a girl’s body.     
The snowball sampling technique was most useful for girls’ attending the government 
school and madrasa. Particularly, effective was the strategy of speaking with a few girls from 
each class and letting them recruit or inform others about the study. In this way, fears and 
suspicions arising within the school were quickly dismissed. My identity and objectives were 
articulated by their peers in ways that established stronger bonds of trust. The Army Public 
schooling scenario warranted a different approach. The participants in this scenario were mostly 
adults and one young boy. These participants were recruited through family members and some 
were family members. This was purposive, and, in many ways, what was most accessible to me 
as I was living in the village surrounded by family.  
Researching in 3 School Settings 
Research in Phase 2 is organized around the three different sites: a government girls’ middle 
school; a girls’ madrasa; and the Army Public School Boys Branch in Peshawar (APS).  
Government Girls’ Middle School  
Sample Size. In regard to sample size, 10-15 girls from all three class levels (6,7,8) was 
anticipated in the government girls’ middle school. However, researching in class 6 became not 
only challenging, but nearly impossible. There were more students than the space could 
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accommodate. Thus, the physical space within the classroom made it difficult to observe and 
disruptive. Thus, more focus was given to class 7 and 8 students. In part this was due to the more 
manageable class size and the eagerness with which the class 7 and 8 students joined the study.  
To begin, ten students from class 7 and 8 agreed to participate in the study. However, by 
the end of data collection 15 students from class 7 and 10 students from class 8 joined the study. 
With these students, I conducted several focus group two to three times a week. Later, un-
structured interviews were introduced. In addition to these students, I spoke with several young 
girls of the same age group who were not in school. All of these girls worked as domestic help in 
various households in Warsak Place. Finally, young people and children living in the village who 
I accessed through family relations also contributed to data collected in this particular schooling 
scenario.   
Challenges and Dilemmas. From the outset, school staff, students, and their families 
were curious about the research interest in their school. They understood the school as less 
prestigious than other nearby schools. It was difficult for them to understand how it became a 
site of inquiry. Subsequently, at the beginning, maintaining access to the school and students was 
a great challenge. The “gate keepers” argued students’ inability to contribute to knowledge on 
girls’ education in the region. The below field note illustrates this point. The field note was 
written after the school principal called me to her office and raised these concerns.  
Ms. Shabana gestured to me to sit in the chair, as she continued to flip through a stack of 
papers making sure to sign each one. “Would you like some tea and biscuits?” I replied, 
“No, I’m ok.” She looked up and said: “Fauzia, some fathers sent their wives to the 
school asking me about you! Who you are? Why are you here? You see…these village 
people are very backwards and they do not understand research. Perhaps you should 
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consider researching in a more prestigious private school with high school aged girls. 
They are older and more mature, they will understand your research better and your 
questions. These girls are probably going home and telling their families things about 
you. They are worried that you will fill their heads with ideas about azadi (freedom), 
making them bolder and uppity. These are village girls, and this could result in their 
families taking them out of school (fieldnote, January 10, 2014).    
As this research was conducted, there remained a constant fear that students could be 
reprimanded by their families. An American woman conducting research with young girls was 
viewed as potentially disruptive. The assumption was that their daughters and sisters were 
exposed to dangerous, new ideas that would embolden them to “act out.” This was expressed as 
acceptable for girls living in urban areas, but in a rural context like Warsak Place it was not. I 
was warned that this could potentially create problems for students, the school, and the overall 
study. This was an early warning sign that a very cautious and responsive methodological 
approach was necessary. Furthermore, the articulation of the research purpose, objectives, and 
questions needed very careful and clear language.  
Students also posed similar questions about the rationale behind choosing their school. 
Laila, a seventh-grade student, seated in the chair in front of me, watched as I jotted down notes 
in my small notebook. Her eyes met mine and I smiled. She quickly whispered: “Why are you 
here? There are so many other schools that are better. Why did you choose our school?” In the 
first weeks of research, these sorts of questions were repeatedly raised by different students. 
These questions and reservations highlighted participants vulnerability and marginality not only 





Observations. The first weeks in the government girls’ school were spent doing 
observations in classrooms. These initial observations were key in establishing trust, recruiting 
participants and becoming familiar with daily routines. Pedagogical style, student-teacher 
interaction, and descriptive details of the class setting were noted in my field diary. In these 
initial observations, I asked students about classroom policies and details about class structure 
and content. The goal was to establish my presence in a way that made students feel comfortable. 
The least-adult role proved most helpful. Slowly, students opened up about their lives and 
schooling experiences. In order to maintain this role, I refused an offer by the head mistress to 
teach an English course several times a week.  
As observations progressed, it became apparent that my notebook made students and 
teachers uneasy. In focus groups or during informal discussions with students, I observed 
participants stopped talking and asked what was recorded in my notes. In particular, they looked 
for their names and noted that they were very uncomfortable with their names appearing in my 
notes. I decided early on allow trust to build before taking out the field diary while in the school. 
However, these moments presented opportunities to clarify my motives and objectives. This 
made me more cognizant and careful of participants’ fears and worries. More importantly, 
participants were frequently reminded of their freedom to exit the study at any moment.  
As much as possible or allowable, participants were observed attending family and 
religious events in Warsak Place. After spending a month in the school, participants invited me 
to some after school events. In total, 4 celebratory events were observed during my stay. All four 
events were attended by only females. Many of the young females in attendance were students 
from the school. This presented a unique opportunity for observing participants interactions 
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outside of school. The first was a celebration for a 12-year-old girl who completed recitation of 
the whole Qur’an. The second celebration was in honor of a group of women who completed, 
their native language Pashto, a translation of a particular chapter of the Qur’an. The third event 
was a wedding in the village. The fourth event was a celebration commemorating the birth of the 
Prophet Muhammad. 
Finally, some participants were observed while attending after-school activities. The most 
common activity observed was the Qur’an study sessions at the nearby madrasa. These 
observations were central in allowing for more intimate data collection techniques like focus 
groups and un-structured interviews. Furthermore, observations were central in establishing my 
presence and trust in the school with all students, teachers, and staff.  
Interviews. I began my research with the understanding that interviews would provide 
the bulk of data collected. Before even arriving in the field, interview questions were prepared 
and organized around the themes of children’s agency, education, and schooling in conflict. 
However, in preparing these questions the guardedness and vulnerability of these young girls 
was not fully understood. Upon arriving at the field site an unexpected dilemma arose. The 
school principal felt uncomfortable with the prospect of individual interviews without the 
supervision of teachers or staff. Immediately, the request for a designated space for conducting 
interviews was rejected. In addition, students were warned about the possible repercussions of 
participation in interviews. The most terrifying consequence was the shutting down of the school 
and upsetting their families. Thus, even the mention of interviews deterred students from 
speaking. It was apparent that they felt more comfortable talking in groups and amidst their 
classmates. Furthermore, they were curious about my connection to the village. They revealed 
through their very calculated answers and questions that they were not ready to trust me and still 
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did not understand my presence in their school. The next weeks were spent working towards 
establishing their trust by sharing my own life experiences with them and how I understood 
schooling and education. After about two months, un-structured interviews were introduced 
without any problems.  
Focus Groups.  In response to this push back, observations remained the primary 
technique of data collection until a more suitable tool was identified. The observation that 
participants were most comfortable conversing in larger groups presented focus groups as a more 
effective technique. Subsequently, the next few months were spent collecting data through focus 
groups. First, I identified the time and space in which participants felt most comfortable. Many 
girls shared break times provided the best opportunity. During these times, they felt more 
comfortable talking while other students joined their friends in the courtyard. The first focus 
group was with Class 8 students and about three weeks into observations. Informally, a student 
and her group of friends agreed to participate. Every focus group started with a brief introduction 
of the research project and goals. Then, some girls volunteered to briefly introduce themselves 
and respond to the different talking prompts. Prompts were written the day before based on site 
observations and the guiding research questions. Often times, prompts were not required as 
participants were keenly aware of research objectives. This resulted in some more organic 
discussion around the main themes and ideas in the study. Some days, the topic of conversation 
centered around personal questions about my life in the U.S. as a Pashtun and Muslim.   
These more personal conversations conducted during the focus groups were not only 
necessary, but critical in establishing comfortability and trust. It also offered important insight 
into their positioning as Pashtun children. They never met someone from the U.S. and this 
peaked their interests in my experiences as a minority in a place they understood as hostile and 
109 
 
dangerous towards Muslims. I shared pictures of myself, my family, and my home in the US. 
These images were particularly intriguing and sparked much conversation, as the majority of 
girls in the school had never left the city. Participants were interested in talking about travel and 
their desire to see other places. It was through these exchanges that I was able to interweave my 
own questions on education and schooling.  
Finally, this technique helped in gaining more participants. More importantly, the school 
administration appeared less threatened and willing to allow students to participate. After 2 
months of just focus groups, un-structured interviews were re-introduced without any problems.     
Girls’ Madrasa   
In the formative stages of my dissertation work (2009), the girls’ madrasa presented a 
unique and important opportunity for engaging with Pashtun girls. This perspective arose out of 
conversations with village residents who understood this space as contributing to the mobility 
and social capital of females of all age groups. Ideas of female agency and voice were seldom 
explored in such contexts partly due to issues of accessibility. However, while more closely 
studying girls’ education research, policy and reform in the region, the female madrasa was not a 
schooling option that the majority of families opted for. To be clear, I understood that the female 
madrasa was a new phenomenon that required further exploration, however, at the time I wanted 
to highlight models of schooling that families in the region found most desirable. Furthermore, it 
was a complex case in many ways, but the most troubling was my identity.  
As a Muslim woman researcher, I grappled with fears of being labeled a cultural 
relativist, or someone who was romanticizing the role of this particular schooling model. Yet, 
just one month into my fieldwork I was confronted by female participants from the girls’ school 
and families living in the village. They demanded answers as to why I was not studying or even 
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visiting the madrasa. “Miss, please come to the madrasa, we go there after school,” Rosina 
pleaded with me one sunny afternoon. She continued, “We care about our madrasa education, 
just as much as we do about our school education.” If this was truly a child-centered study, the 
female madrasa could not be ignored. Such is the nature of child-centered ethnographic research 
grounded in locality.  
Data Collection 
Prior permission and access to the girls’ madrasa was established during preliminary site 
visits to Warsak Place (2009, 2010, 2012). During this time, data collection was strictly limited 
to several observations and informal interviews with teachers, staff, and family members 
attending the madrasa. For the most part, this preliminary data provided important contextual and 
historical information that helped in understanding the organization and structure of this unique 
Islamic schooling model.  
Recent data collection (2013-2104) was more detailed and focused using the guiding 
research questions. The context of conflict was particularly important in the current study. 
Researching in a female madrasa after the Red Mosque attack presented new challenges and 
risks. Many of the madrasa students that lost their lives in this attack were Pashtun children. This 
incident shook the madrasa and Pashtun community to the core. Previously, madrasas like the 
one I was researching in received no oversight from the government and army. Now the 
environment changed, and madrasa staff, teachers, and students worried about the covert 
presence of government and military authorities. Suddenly, what was said and taught within 
these walls carried great consequences. While this is an important contextual detail to 
understand, it is also critical in understanding the data collection experience and techniques 
utilized. As an American researcher, naturally, my presence heightened fears and tensions. The 
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U.S. strongly supported the Pakistani establishment’s attack on students in the Red Mosque. The 
teachers, students, and staff in the madrasa felt great sympathies towards the students that lost 
their lives. Therefore, obviously, asking questions raised suspicions and fears and even more so 
than in the girls’ government schooling scenario.   
On my first visit to the madrasa, the principal suggested that I regularly attend classes. 
This could have provided a unique vantage point from which to observe and conduct 
conversations and interviews. However, I opted not to take on this role. First, time constraints 
were such that I would not be able to do so while also researching in the girls’ school. Second, I 
felt a certain amount of un-comfortability at the prospect of taking on the role of a student. I 
feared that this would obscure my role as a researcher. Taking Spivak’s words to heart, I 
understood the dangers of masquerading as the silent non-representor (Spivak, 1988). I felt it was 
a deceptive and unethical approach to engaging with an already extremely vulnerable population. 
My participants and the larger community were quickly starting to feel comfortable and trust was 
building. I did not want to jeopardize the current progress made.  
Alongside these unique challenges and dilemmas, accessibility to the girls’ madrasa was 
extremely limited. More time was necessary, however, not feasible. Yet, even with limited 
accessibility, insightful and rich data that enhanced understandings of Pashtun children’s agency, 
childhood and education was collected in this context.  
Twenty girls, between the ages of 12-16 years of age, participated in this portion of the 
study. During fieldwork, under the guided supervision of the madrasa principal, observations 
occurred on five separate occasions and data was collected. Outside of these observations, more 
in-depth discussions and un-structured interviews were conducted with girls who attended both 
the government girls’ school and the madrasa. However, these discussions and interviews did not 
112 
 
happen in the madrasa, but in the girls’ school. In addition, there were opportunities to interact 
with madrasa students that frequently visited the girls’ school to socialize with students that were 
friends or relatives. These observations, discussions, and interviews resulted in 10 interviews, 2 
focus groups, and 5 observations conducted as a part of the madrasa schooling scenario.  
Army Public School Boys Branch Peshawar (APS) 
The Army Public School Boys Branch in Peshawar (APS) is the third and last schooling 
context in phase 2 of the study. APS is a private, army-run boys’ school located several 
kilometers away from Warsak Place. This research site emerged during data analysis and became 
a part of my “fuzzy” field.  
On the morning of December 16, 2014, my family received a phone call that the APS 
boys branch in Peshawar was under attack. Just four months earlier, I was in Peshawar just miles 
from the school. Immediately, I called family in the village inquiring about loved ones. “We are 
ok, but too many have died. How will we send them back?” In the morning, with a heavy heart, I 
combed through my field notes and attended a campus vigil in the evening. The vigil organizers 
asked me to share some words, however, at the moment there were no words. The paralyzing 
emotions of grief and loss rendered words inappropriate. I read through my field diary, 
transcribed observations, and analyzed some data. Perhaps, I was searching for some kind of 
answers or way forward. In the coming days, I struggled with the purpose and relevancy of my 
study. In those moments of questioning and grief, I recognized that the APS attack could not be 
left out of a study on girls’ education and Pashtun children growing up during the war on terror.  
The rationale was crystal clear. Girls’ education and schooling in conflict is not isolated 
from the experiences of young boys growing up during the war on terror. Boys schooling 
experiences are often lost amidst global slogans for girls’ education emanating from the west. 
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The inclusion of Pashtun boys’ voices and perspectives situates the educational risks and 
challenges of girls’ schooling issues within a larger and more complex educational landscape. 
More importantly, within this educational landscape Pashtun boys are suffering great setbacks as 
well. Furthermore, the APS scenario provides a very close and intimate picture of the fears and 
hopes of Pashtun children and their families living the trauma of violent conflict. These same 
fears were expressed in the government girls’ school and madrasa in Warsak Place.     
Data Collection 
In the coming weeks and months, I gathered the courage to send emails, private messages 
on Facebook, and call family members in the village who had children in the school or knew of 
children that were present at the time. Additionally, while going through my field diary, I found 
numerous conversations in regard to APS as a schooling option for residents living in Warsak 
Place. One of the boys that participated in the study was a student at APS along with his younger 
brother. This data was particularly important in analyzing data for this particular scenario.  
Through these various means of communication, and in addition to the data collected in 
the field, this scenario included four male students between the ages of 10-12 and various family 
members of these young boys. One mother, a father, a grandmother, and an uncle. In total there 
were 5 phone conversations, 2 email exchanges, 3 informal and unstructured interviews with 
adult family members, and 4 informal and unstructured interviews with the young boys. While at 
this time many families were hesitant to talk in great detail, I was fortunate to have access to a 
young boy who attended the school and participated in my study while I was researching in 
Warsak Place. Additionally, I had a strong relationship with his mother, who also participated in 
the study. This vantage point offered a unique and very intimate portrait of a young boy and his 
family experiencing the realities of childhood and schooling in a region of conflict.   
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Alongside this documentation, I also followed the global and national narrative 
constructed around the attack via social media. I paid particular attention to how Pashtun agency, 
childhood and education were constructed. I followed Twitter, Facebook, and online news 
sources within the United States, and also Pakistani perspectives broadcast through these 
mediums. Interestingly, this incident was used to make the argument for girls’ education, and 
very quickly parallels were drawn between Malala’s case and the APS students’ experiences. 
Just days after the attack, Malala delivered her Nobel acceptance speech as the youngest person 
ever to receive this honor. A public viewing of the speech was organized in Peshawar, as 
teachers, students, and families looked to Malala for the courage to move on. 
Data Analysis 
Organization. Analysis in the field came out of keeping a field diary. I wrote in the diary 
two times in the day, once in the evening and once at night. This helped in thinking through 
some initial findings and thoughts early on. This sort of reflexivity was also a big part of re-
organizing the research design and focusing on researching across three schooling scenarios. All 
field notes were written by hand, in a notebook with the date, time and schooling scenario 
indicated on the first page, along with the data collection tools utilized. This was helpful in later 
organizing my transcribed notes and identifying coding themes. Immediately, upon returning 
from my observations, interviews or focus groups, I would transcribe my notes into Microsoft 
Word. This was an important time to pay attention to emerging patterns and themes. For 
example, themes like Pashtun childhood that emerged early on were color coded red. Data 
reflecting issues related to methods were color coded blue. It was also an opportunity to 
formulate more questions and re-formulate existing research questions.  
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I was not able to transcribe interviews and focus groups that occurred in the last month of 
field work. As a result, the majority of this data was transcribed upon return. When I returned to 
the U.S., I spent the first few weeks back reflecting upon my experiences in the field. I wrote 
diligently in my field diary. This was critical in more deeply interrogating how this particular 
phase of study changed my perspective. This was also important in developing codes that would 
allow me to more carefully understand the overwhelming amount of data collected.  
I transcribed my field notes, observations, interviews, focus groups, and vignettes into a 
word document that was labelled ‘master copy.’ Before sifting through my data, I read it all 
together, not in disjointed parts. In this master copy, my data was organized chronologically, and 
I was careful to note the date, time, and location. Any photographs or drawings that I collected 
were also placed chronologically in this ‘master copy.’  
The next step was organizing data under the three different schooling scenarios. I created 
a file folder on my desktop for each scenario. Each folder contained five separate word 
documents that were saved as:  context, methods, childhood, agency, silence, and education. 
These were the different themes that emerged in my study. The first task was to go through the 
‘master copy’ and locate all data regarding the girls’ madrasa and copy it into a separate word 
document which I titled: ‘Girls’ Madrasa Schooling Scenario master copy’. I did the same for the 
girls’ government school and APS. These 3 main files were then moved into their corresponding 
folders. I now began to sift through each scenario, starting first with the Girls’ madrasa and color 
coded the data within this document according to the themes I identified.  
Coding. This section clearly lays out how each code was applied during data analysis. 
The code context was applied data that was descriptive of this particular scenario. For example, 
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the history, geopolitics/conflict, enrollment numbers, curriculum, pedagogy, organization and 
structure were all included under this particular code.  
The code method was applied to data descriptive of my role as the researcher, and the 
challenges of researching in a region of conflict. Also included were memos written regarding 
changes made to interview questions, focus group scripts, and other protocols.  
The code childhood was applied to any data that reflected or discussed how childhood 
was constructed within this scenario, using the theoretical discussions within the NSSC and also 
Spivak’s (1988) discussion around the subaltern. Spivak’s work, and the questions I formulated 
in reaction to it, resulted in my understanding of the construction of childhood across three 
layers. Hence, as I coded data regarding childhood, I also coded within this theme global 
construction, national construction, and local construction. It is important to understand how I 
defined global, national, and local in my data analysis. First, global, I understood as images, 
ideas, and critiques popularized through international media sources and high-profile 
development organizations like UNESCO, Human Rights Watch to name a few. So really my 
label of global made reference to the problematic hegemonic understandings of the concept 
raised through these outlets. Second, national, I used in reference to the Pakistani establishment. 
This label also referenced national perspectives on Pashtuns in general and highlights the ethnic 
profiling of Pashtuns in the country. Lastly, local, I used to identify those voices, perspectives, 
and experiences from within Warsak Place. The focus was on using the words, sentiments, and 
imagery that was brought to my attention by participants involved in the study. The local 
included adults and young people both male and female from various socioeconomic groups.   
The code agency was applied to data that responded to or engaged with the following 
questions: what does their agency look like within this specific scenario? How is it constructed 
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or built? What were the sociopolitical and geopolitical conditions that allowed them to exercise 
agency or not? Why did their agency matter now? With these questions I went through each 
scenario and highlighted the data that provided some sort of response. Like the theme of 
childhood, with agency I went back and highlighted the different vantage points that were 
examined in regard to the construction of agency. Again, I found looking at agency from the 
vantage point of the global, national, and local particularly illuminating and helpful.  
The code silence was applied to data that helped to understand Spivak’s (1989) concept 
of “measuring silences” and understanding the “journey to silence” (p.286-287). It was an 
important shift for me from a focus on capturing “authentic” voices and perspectives, going 
beyond a valorization of concrete experiences of the subaltern. It reflected what I found in my 
conversations with children and the community I engaged with. I asked the questions: what has 
led to their silence/marginality? Why and how did they become marginalized? What are they 
unable to talk about out of fear and frustration? These questions helped in applying the code of 
silence while going through my data. The labels global, national, and local helped in categorizing 
the different vantage points from which silence was understood.  
Finally, I used the theme education to code data referencing how education is 
understood, defined, and articulated within the 3 scenarios. This included the complex 
relationship between education and conflict, highlighting the difficulties and challenges in 
exercising their right to an education, and the hopes attached to education. The code education 
was also applied to schooling experiences as well.   
Ethical Considerations 
Researching in this context, the importance of preserving anonymity and maintaining an 
ethical approach was critical in carrying out this study. Particularly, as an American researcher I 
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was under great scrutiny and constant surveillance. This is not uncommon within highly guarded 
communities, however in regions of conflict it is more pronounced.  
First and foremost, the identity of all participants remains anonymous including the 
location of the research site and the names of the schools.  Furthermore, while conducting 
observations and interviews, permission was obtained at every sitting to write down notes. In the 
beginning, the sight of a notebook and pencil was alarming to young girls in the school and 
madrasa. Second, the data collected in written form was stored in a secured locked closet that 
was only accessed by me. Even in my written notes, I did not record the names of participants, 
but used pseudonyms. Participants viewed the notebook after any sitting to ensure their names 
were not recorded. At any point, participants were allowed to read what was written about them. 
I was careful to keep interviews separate from focus group notes. I also repeatedly reassured 
participants that I would not share my notes with the principal or teachers. This was a key 
concern of all participants. I maintained this sort of privacy by carrying two notebooks with me. 
One was filled with descriptive elements such as classroom details. The second one was used for 
recording conversations and dialogues with girls in the classroom. This notebook I kept in my 
bag when teachers and the principal entered the classroom. Third, while transcribing notes 
during my field stay, I stored documents on a password protected lap top. The sole purpose of 
the lap top was for data storage. While back in the U.S., I continued to store documents on a 
password protected computer and a secure cloud drive as a backup.  
Limitations 
[…] the cloak of secrecy shrouding the fieldwork experiences of successful predecessors 
inspires fantasies. It is easy to imagine, for example, that these great figures were not 
plagued by doubts about their abilities, the adequacy of the material they collected, or 
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their hosts’ feelings towards them. Rather, they must have begun with the ideas set forth 
in their final products, polished, crisp, and profound. […] the nature and quality of what 
anthropologists learn is profoundly affected by the unique shape of their fieldwork; this 
should be spelled out (Abu-Lughod, 1987, p. 9-10). 
I use Lila Abu-Lughod’s profound words to discuss my positionality as a researcher and 
the limitations of this study. I struggled with the inability to spend extended periods of time in 
Peshawar. The struggles of an “insider-outsider” status is difficult to articulate without feeling 
inadequate and fearful of criticism for not providing enough “empirical” evidence. My time in 
the village was not easy. The assumption is that it should have been because of my familial 
connections. However, at times an “outsider” status appeared preferable and easier to navigate. 
There are expectations when one enters a familial space, and in Pashtun culture there is a 
tremendous emphasis placed on showing hospitality, respect, and consultation in all matters. 
Family dinners that were hosted in my honor could not be missed. Attendance, phone calls, or 
visits were required responses to wedding celebrations and joyous occasions. I was “visiting” 
from America, and any slight on my part was read as arrogance or the assertion of power. 
Negotiating these sorts of challenges and limitations was tiresome and burdensome. Yet, 
at the same time, these experiences and positionality added to the richness and detail of my data. 
These were the guiding sign posts that pushed for exploration of unexpected contexts and 
sentiments. The sounds, smells, visual landscape, and family interactions were all central in 
understanding how the “problem”, like Abu-Lughod says, “became apparent to me in the course 
of living with this group of people, and in part as a function of the interactions I had with them” 
(p. 9). I tried my best to find my “voice” and articulate it with greater clarity throughout this 
project, but I suppose it can never fully be the way that I experienced it.  
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Finally, issues of safety and concern over shadowed my field stay in Warsak Place. Often 
times, amongst family and friend’s security and safety are taken for granted. Yet, family 
reminded me of the violent conflict constantly looming overhead. Moreover, my then four-year-
old son frequently accompanied me as I walked to the girls’ school. Family members repeatedly 
reminded me, “keep him close to you and do not let him walk ahead.” This was further 
compounded by the stares and whispers that accompanied us as we walked. Some mornings my 
mother-in-law advised us to take a different route. One morning before leaving she remarked, 
“Which way do you go to school? Don’t always go the same way and be careful not to go on the 
way where there is not a lot of people. Go by the houses of our uncles and family. That is safer.” 
At times, these warnings and fears were paralyzing.       
Travelling outside of the village was even more unsettling. The various check points 
throughout the city reminded one of the possibilities of an attack or bomb blast. Even more 
unsettling, just months before I arrived in Peshawar a close relative returning home from the 
mosque was abducted and held for ransom by the Taliban. After three months of captivity, his 
release was negotiated by his family for a hefty sum.  
These are the realities of life in Peshawar. During my stay there, this became my reality 
as well. Researching in a region of conflict is far from easy. It not only requires great 
methodological flexibility, but also a willingness to navigate the precarity of life in conflict. 
Alongside these challenges and risks, the strength of this sort of research is it forces the 
researcher to acknowledge his or her positionality inside of the social worlds that “we” are trying 
to make sense of. For those moments, the research context and field sites become our social 
worlds with whatever limitations, challenges, and risks that follow. This methods chapter is the 
story of my journey, and the preface to the stories that I gathered around themes of children’s 
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agency, childhood, schooling, and conflict in the countryside of Peshawar. In the following 
chapters, I am the visible narrator that pieces together Pashtun children’s voices and stories that 























CHAPTER 6: RE-READING MALALA: GEOPOLITICS, GIRLS’ EDUCATION AND 
SOCIAL MEDIA 
 
The rise and fame of Malala have come about in the context of the global war on terror 
that started under the Bush administration, and continued, though with different language, under 
the Obama and Trump administrations. Malala has received attention of media, celebrities, and 
global leaders and an entire industry that includes documentaries, books, dolls16, posters, 
clothing, and more has grown around her. The simplicity of her words and her personal story are 
compelling. In the media, she is presented as the model of the ‘good’ Muslim girl. Malala has 
traversed a difficult path in her rise as the global spokesperson for girls’ education, a path that is 
central to understanding her voice, narrative, and vision for girls’ education.  
 The chapter critically centers the construction of Malala’s agency as a Pashtun child 
growing up during the war on terror. Thus, Malala’s agency is re-read and re-framed in the 
context of a “virtual Pakistan” and the risks and challenges that accompany the documentation, 
translation, and representation of children’s agency via digital platforms. Malala’s story is 
understood as a part of the more concerted efforts by development agencies, government 
initiatives, and private organization that push for the promise and potential of children’s 
participation and activism via digital spaces. Next, I explore in detail what this sort of 
participation looks like for a Pashtun girl growing up during the war on terror using Malala’s 
case. I focus on the “adults” that contribute to and provide coaching for young girls who are 
engaging in online participation for the first time. From this vantage point, the building of 
Malala’s agency raises questions and concerns in regard to the model of children’s participation 
and activism that is forcefully promoted via the Malala Fund and most global advocates of girls’ 
education. These questions are further explored through the detracting voices of Pashtuns from 
                                                             
16 see http://www.msnbc.com/msnbc/bratz-dolls-get-malala-makeover 
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Northwest Pakistan that are challenging the ideas of global youth citizenship and empowerment 
that this model puts forth. These reactions and voices start to re-read and re-frame Malala’s 
agency by raising issues of translation and representation of views about Muslim girls and their 
education that cannot be ignored. To conclude, the need for further engagement and study of 
Pashtun children’s agency is raised for an alternate reading or re-reading of Malala’s story that 
allows for a diversity of voices and perspectives engaging in and contributing to debates on girls’ 
education.         
 “Virtual Pakistan”:  Making the case for children’s participation and activism in the Age 
of Social Media 
“I think it’s easy. There are lots of people who will start by thinking, ‘Who do I meet to 
say something? Where do I go?’ But the thing in front of you is social media. Use it. In 
Swat we were just giving interviews to TV channels, telling them we want our education 
and what the Taliban is doing is wrong. But it is quite hard to stand up and say that when 
a Talib is standing in front of your house. It is easy to make a peaceful protest on 
Facebook” (Sarkodee-Adoo, 2014, para. 16). 
In an interview with London-based, youth activist, Inez Sarkodee-Adoo (2014), Malala shares 
this advice with young people hoping to make an impact in their own communities. She 
highlights the role that social media platforms play in providing young people with “safer” and 
“easier” mediums for participation. Malala is not alone in raising these claims. The World Bank, 
the U.S. State Department, and the Institute for War and Peace Reporting (IWPR) are some of 
the many organizations publishing reports and constructing global youth initiatives that highlight 
the role of new technologies in amplifying Pakistani children’s voices and empowering them to 
bring about social change (World Bank, 2014, 2016; Institute for War and Peace Reporting-
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Pakistan, 2008, 2009; United States Department of State Kennedy-Lugar Youth Exchange & 
Study, 2012-present). These initiatives focus on teaching children how to effectively utilize 
social media platforms as a way to engage in debates about education, democracy, 
women’s/girls’ rights, militancy, and poverty. This new generation of young, “wired” citizens 
are presented as holding the key to future prosperity, peace, and security of a region that 
continues to suffer from a decades old conflict rooted in historical, economic, social and 
geopolitical struggles. The solution seems to lie in Pakistan’s ability to connect; this is one of the 
latest weapons in the war on terror.   
The war on terror is a living reality for young Pakistani citizens. The framework for 
understanding this reality is rooted in fears of the radicalization of a new generation that is 
growing up in a country with high rates of unemployment, poverty, sexism, and violence. As 
future leaders of the nation, children and youth are recognized as an important investment, and if 
their potential is harnessed in the right way this will result in unprecedented change. Youth 
initiatives, funded by the U.S. State Department and independent not-for-profit organizations like 
the Institute for War and Peace Reporting, created throughout the provinces use the war on terror 
framework to highlight civic engagement.     
Alongside the traditional programs for educational development, a host of organizations 
directed their attention to youth and “Virtual Pakistan.”  The U.S. State Department, private 
companies like Google, Nokia, and MobiLink, Intergovernmental Organizations such as 
UNESCO and UNICEF, and Non-Governmental Organizations, all have initiatives17 promoting 
                                                             
17  See for some examples: Institute for War and Peace Reporting Open Minds Initiative: http://pead-
openminds.blogspot.com/p/about.html; US Department of State Kennedy-Lugar Youth Exchange&Study 
programs: http://www.yesprograms.org; Innovations in Civic Partnership:  http://www.icicp.org/what-we-
do/innovative-projects/usa-pak/; Nokia-IYF-Global Youth Development Initiative: 
https://www.iyfnet.org/initiatives/nokia-iyf-global-youth-development-initiative  




youth citizenship through the construction of a new “Virtual Pakistan.” These programs push 
towards the creation of young netizens across the nation and raise the visibility and voices of 
young citizen journalists like Malala.  
 Pakistan does not have high internet penetration rates. With a population of 200 million, 
and 63 percent of the population under the age of 30 (Ali & Hafeez, 2017), only 35.1 million 
(Shaikh, 2017) are using the Internet, which leaves 78% of the population without access. 
Regardless, the country’s communications landscape has been changing rapidly in the last 
decade and efforts to bridge the digital divide are ongoing. With the explosion of mobile-phone 
use, and the gradual spread of broadband Internet in Pakistan, access to ICTs are increasing, as 
is citizen journalism and online activism.  
Accompanying this rise in connectivity is the growing popularity of various social 
networks. More than 40 million people have a smartphone out of whom 39 million use 3G and 
4G services. There are currently 31 million active social media users and 28 million now access 
social media from their mobile phones (Shaikh, 2017), revealing a 16% penetration rate, but 
more importantly two thirds of the country’s Facebook users are below the age of 25 (Qureshi, 
2016). More than half of them come from the country’s richest 10% of households, and 
Facebook is the most popular with more than 3 billion connections per day and more than 25 
million user accounts (Qureshi, 2016). Twitter is also a popular platform with more than 280 
million connections per day (Shaikh, 2017). 
To be sure, connectivity and social media allow citizens to communicate in a virtual 
space that provides a new platform for civic engagement. Those who participate in “Virtual 
Pakistan,” while they may be expressing their voice, are also facing a degree of exposure which 
comes with risk.  
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Malala is understood as a part of this vision of a “Virtual Pakistan” that presents new 
platforms from which children can exercise their right to participate in the affairs that most affect 
them. However, what these reports, initiatives, and policy papers fail to capture are the risks and 
challenges that accompany the amplifying of children’s voices without a clear understanding of 
the implications of “making one’s voice heard.” Furthermore, children’s agency cannot be 
understood as inherent or a natural disposition of children, but rather, must be understood as built 
and constructed with the help of “adults” and powerful institutions that cannot be left out of 
discussions on children’s agency alongside a rise in connectivity.   
Centering Pashtun Childhood  
“In a valley where people do not even hear the voice of a girl, a girl comes forward and 
speaks a language that the local people cannot even think of. She writes diaries for the 
BBC, she speaks up in front of diplomats, on television, and her class fellows. Ziauddin 
allowed his daughter to rise in a society where she was seeing dead bodies every day.  
She didn’t hear about the threat—she lived it. In a closed society, she did not mince 
words,” said Jehangir Khattak, the former news editor of Peshawar’s Frontier Post 
(Brenner, 2013). 
Jehangir Khattak, former news editor for Peshawar’s Frontier Post, shared the sentiments 
above in an interview with Marie Brenner, an American journalist writing a story on Malala’s 
rise and fame for Vanity Fair (2103). Khattak is a Pashtun journalist who knew Malala and her 
family when she garnered the attention of Pakistani media outlets because of her outspokenness 
against the Taliban in the Swat Valley. His words poignantly express Malala’s agency from the 
perspective of a Pashtun girl growing up during the war on terror. Centering Pashtun childhood 
highlights the complexity in exercising children’s agency while seeing dead bodies every day. 
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Khattak reminds us that hearing about these threats or even stories from afar is markedly 
different from living these realities on a daily basis. As a Pashtun himself, he very deeply 
understood the ethical, moral, and security dilemmas that arose alongside the promotion of a new 
model and opportunity for children’s participation in the age of social media.           
National and international journalists were the earliest facilitators in raising Malala’s 
voice and giving visibility and strength to her agency on the global stage. Thus, the mapping of 
Malala’s agency begins with the media personalities who invested time and energy in grooming 
her to become the world’s best-known child advocate for girls’ education. To begin, Pashtun 
journalist Irfan Ashraf played a central role in exposing Malala and her family to powerful 
international media outlets like the New York Times (NYT). Yet, Ashraf is the only journalist that 
spoke up after Malala’s attack regarding the role of journalists and media in putting her in harm’s 
way. At the time a PhD student in media studies at Southern Illinois University in Carbondale, 
Ashraf raised the ethical and moral dilemmas that he encountered while working for the NYT on 
Malala’s story. Subsequently, he published four scholarly articles and two journalistic pieces 
centered around his role and Ellick’s in pushing Malala into the limelight and reflections on the 
broader theme of journalism in the context of conflict (Ashraf, 2012, 2013a, 2013b, 2013c, 
2014a, 2014b). Out of these writings, his more passionate piece was written for DAWN, 
Pakistan’s most widely-read English language newspaper, weeks after Malala’s attack (Ashraf, 
2012). This piece in particular caught the attention of the investigative journalist and writer-at-
large for Vanity Fair, Marie Brenner. 
A special report on Malala published by Vanity Fair titled The Target highlights how 
Brenner learns “how the media handed a megaphone to a kid who wanted more for her country” 
(Brenner, 2013, para. 1). Ashraf is one of the oft-cited Pakistani journalists in this piece that was 
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interviewed by Brenner in regard to Malala’s rise and fame. While the Vanity Fair report is a 
journalistic source, it offers a detailed account of the media’s role in constructing Malala’s 
agency. Furthermore, it is a unique vantage point that raises the complexity and dangers of a 
more journalistic approach in raising and engaging with the voices of Pashtun children living in 
conflict. As Malala’s agency is traced through these media spaces, the call for more Malala 
appears even more troublesome.  
In January of 2009, the Taliban-issued edict banning girls’ education in the Swat Valley 
was Irfan Ashraf’s call to action (Ashraf, 2013). For him, education was the most important issue 
in the region (Ashraf, 2012). Immediately, he shared this new resolve with Adam B. Ellick, 
senior video journalist for the NYT. At the time, both Ellick and Ashraf were in Islamabad 
working on creating a news piece focusing on the events unfolding in Swat (Ashraf, 2014a). The 
young Pashtun journalist felt the NYT was the perfect global platform for raising awareness of 
the challenges and risks of girls’ schooling in the region. Ellick asked Ashraf, “Who could be the 
protagonist who could carry this story” (Brenner, 2013)? Immediately, Ashraf suggested Malala 
Yousafzai and Ellick agreed.   
Pakistani journalists had come to know Malala and her father, Ziauddin Yousafzai, in 
2007, when they were interviewed by local media outlets on the deteriorating security situation 
in Swat (Ashraf, 2013). Similarly, Ashraf came across an interview clip of Malala while working 
for the DAWN news channel at the time. Instantly, he was taken aback by her camera presence 
and outspokenness. Subsequently, he made contact with the Yousafzai’s and got to know them 
more closely. Ziauddin, the owner and principal of a private girls’ secondary school, was a well-
known local activist desperate to bring more national attention to the growing Taliban presence, 
the failure of the army to maintain security, and the disruption of children’s education in Swat 
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(Lamb & Yousafzai, 2013). Yet, Ashraf noted, Malala’s charisma, camera presence, age, and 
gender made her a more attractive subject than her father (Ashraf, 2012). Malala was just 10 
years old and spoke so clearly and forthrightly about her right to education. She brought a human 
face to the conflict. Thus, she became the go-to girl for journalists in the region (Ashraf, 2013c).  
Ashraf very well knew the risks of speaking out against the Taliban. The Taliban 
violently targeted journalists that spoke out against them. Ashraf saw colleagues and 
acquaintances violently attacked and some even killed.  During the war on terror, journalism was 
quickly becoming the most dangerous profession. According to the 2007 World Press Freedom 
Index, Pakistan ranked 152 out of 169 making it one of the most dangerous places for journalists 
at the time (https://rsf.org/en/worldwide-press-freedom-index-2007). Moreover, Ashraf no longer 
considered himself just a reporter, but a partisan making his job even more risky. Alongside his 
closest friend and also journalist for BBC Abdul Hai Kakar, Malala’s father and several others, 
were a part of a secret resistance operation in Swat. He worked undercover 15 days of the month. 
“We would write and report from Fazlullah’s camp half the day and try to stop him the other half 
of the day” (Brenner, 2013). 
Ashraf was intimately familiar with the great risks of participation in this context. Still, 
he eagerly presented his idea to Malala’s father hoping he would let Malala participate in the 
NYT documentary. Initially, Ashraf presented the documentaries main objective as launching the 
issue of girls’ education in a global forum by focusing on the story unfolding in Swat. He asked 
Ziauddin if he thought Malala could be in danger. Ziauddin replied, “of course not. She is a 
child. Who would shoot a child? The Pashtun tradition is that all children are spared from harm” 
(Brenner, 2013). After this initial conversation, Ashraf and Ellick focused their efforts on the set-
up of the forum. Ellick emailed Ashraf from Islamabad: 
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We need a main character family to follow on both the final days of school (jan 14-15).  
And again, on the possible new days of school (jan 31-feb 2). We want it to play out like  
a film, where we don’t know the ending. That is narrative journalism. And most of all, 
the family and daughters should be expressive and have strong personalities and emotions 
on this issue. They must care! (Brenner, 2013).     
In order to move forward, Ashraf needed to share the new narrative focus of the documentary 
with Malala’s father. Ashraf was sure that he would agree (Ashraf, 2012). However, at first, 
Ziauddin was very reluctant. The singling out of his school and students did not sit well with 
Malala’s father. His impression was that all the schools in Mingora would be profiled. Ashraf 
reminded him the documentary would give visibility to the issues they were fighting so hard 
against with little support of the Pakistani establishment. Thus, attracting the attention of an 
international audience would further their cause. As a local activist and part of the resistance, this 
line of thinking struck a chord with Ziauddin.  
Almost convinced, Ashraf decided to involve Ellick in his efforts to convince Malala’s 
father. Since it was too dangerous for foreign reporters to enter Mingora, Ellick, Ashraf, 
Ziauddin, and Malala met in Peshawar to further discuss the project (Ashraf, 2013). Ashraf 
devastatingly recalls, “I kept telling him ‘Don’t worry about the security.’ This was criminal on 
my part” (Brenner, 2013). Ziauddin would later say, “I was opposed. I did not want to impose 
my liberalism on my daughter, but a close friend said, ‘this documentary will do more for Swat 
than you could do in 100 years.’ I could not imagine the bad consequences” (Brenner, 2013). 
Back at the NYT head office, there was tremendous concern about the risks involved in the story. 
NYT editor David Rummel gathered editors together for an emergency meeting. After much 
deliberation, they agreed Ziauddin’s role as an activist made this a risk that they could take given 
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the urgency of the situation (Brenner, 2013). Later, Ashraf found out Malala’s father already 
reached out to international media on his own. This time it was through another Pashtun 
journalist and Ashraf’s close friend Abdul Hai Kakar who worked for the BBC (Ashraf, 2013).  
A few weeks before Ashraf and Ellick, Abdul Hai Kakar and Ziauddin met and discussed 
the idea of a student blog for the BBC about life under Fazlullah’s ban on girls’ schooling 
(Kakar, 2012). Ziauddin asked students in his school and no one volunteered. So, Ziauddin 
volunteered eleven-year-old Malala. The stark contrast in his unwillingness for his school to be 
profiled in the NYT documentaries versus his willingness for her to participate in the BBC blog is 
important to consider. Kakar promised that Malala would remain anonymous while using this 
platform. The NYT documentary producers could not promise anonymity, thus the risks appeared 
more imminent. Before Malala started blogging, Kakar chose her penname Gulmakai, a 
historically and culturally symbolic name. All Pashtuns grow up hearing stories of Gulmakai, the 
heroine of Pashtun folk stories. He later shared in an interview that the choice of her penname 
was strategic. “I wanted to give an indigenous, symbolic attachment to Swat and so that the 
people could own it journalistically” (Bezhan, 2012, para. 3).      
From January to March 2009, Kakar arranged regular 30-minute phone conversations 
with Malala and they would talk about life under the Taliban (Bezhan, 2012). Then, he would 
transcribe and edit the content of their phone conversations and turn it into blog posts. Because 
he was working for a foreign media outlet and a part of the resistance, he was careful not to use 
his own phone while calling Malala. He always called her using his wife’s phone because he 
knew it was safer (Bezhan, 2012). After transcription and editing, the posts were published by 
the BBC Urdu team. On the BBC site, Malala’s and Kakar’s conversations were displayed under 
the title, “Diary of a Pakistani Schoolgirl.” The blog raised topics such as the closing of girls’ 
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schools in the region and Malala’s great passion for education. In total, there were 35 entries and 
the last entry was published on March 4, 2009 (Yousafzai, 2009). As the blog became more 
popular, it was translated and posted on the BBC English site as well. The translation of Malala’s 
blog into English led to a much larger global audience. It did not take long for local journalists to 
realize that Malala was the anonymous Gulmakai (Ashraf, 2012). While it is unclear who 
revealed her identity, Malala recalls in her memoir that this was the moment when her career as 
an activist began to take off (Yousafzai & Lamb, 2013). 
The Filming of the New York Times Documentaries. As Malala continued to blog, 
Ashraf and his cameraman travelled to Swat under the cover of darkness hoping to begin filming 
for the NYT documentary (Brenner, 2013). In his interview with Vanity Fair (Brenner, 2013), he 
discusses the difficulties around convincing Malala’s father to let them film Malala and the 
precarity of the situation. He had 24 hours to get in and out of the city. At that time, he said, “To 
be seen with a camera was an invitation to be killed” (Brenner, 2013). When he approached the 
city, Ashraf phoned Ziauddin letting him know he was in Mingora. Over the phone Malala’s 
father sounded scared and upset and tells Ashraf that it is too early to film. A panicked Ashraf 
phones Ellick from a friend’s house. He explains Ziauddin’s reluctance, but Ellick responds “But 
he has promised us” and reminds Ashraf to “shoot everything from the moment Malala gets up 
and has her breakfast to every moment of her last day of school” (Brenner, 2013). Later, Ashraf 
recalls the great amount of pressure and stress he was under in that moment (Ashraf, 2013). Yet, 
there was no turning back. He decided he must go to the Yousafzai’s home and speak with 
Ziauddin in person.  
Ashraf was received by an angry Ziauddin. He felt that his family was in danger. Yet, 
Ashraf shifted the conversation towards the idea that Swat was in danger and as grassroots 
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activists they had to alert the world (Ashraf, 2013). The journalist in him pushed forward with 
the request to stay with Malala all day and film her. Ziauddin became even more upset because 
up until this point he did not realize that Malala would be the “star” of the documentary. He said, 
“I thought it would be only about all the other schools” (Brenner, 2013). Ashraf replied, “No, to 
make this important, we need to follow Malala and you the entire day.” Reluctantly, Ziauddin 
agreed.  
When Malala woke up Ashraf and the cameraman were in her bedroom, setting up for a 
shot (Brenner, 2013). Outside the window was the sound of shelling. She did not understand 
what they were doing there. Reflecting back on that moment Ashraf said, 
She was shy. I had to say to her, ‘Malala, imagine this is your last day of school.’ It was 
her last day, but we had to work with her. Trying to brush her teeth, she kept looking at 
us. I said, ‘be natural. Don’t look at the camera. Pretend we are not here.’ It took her 
hours to understand. We helped to mold her into a part—a part she very much believed 
(Brenner, 2013). 
 
Ashraf recalls, as they began filming at the school, half the classes were empty and there were 
explosions nearby all day. For hours, they filmed just Malala and her father. Ziauddin was 
adamant about not taking pictures of the girls at school. He told Ashraf that they must leave. But 
after Ziauddin left, Ashraf continued to film in the courtyard, where one scene would jump out at 
viewers. Eight girls standing in line wearing headscarves as one girl with her face covered reads 
her essay directly into the camera, demanding, “Why the peace and innocent people of the valley 
are targeted?” Ashraf revealed, “I arranged that. I grouped them in the courtyard and said, ‘Girls, 
tell me how you feel about your school’” (Brenner, 2013). 
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In February 2009, just one month later, the 13-minute web documentary was released 
with the title Class Dismissed (Ellick, 2009). In the documentary, Malala comes off a bit shy, but 
determined to speak about her deeply held beliefs. She continued to blog for the BBC all through 
February, reporting on the peace negotiations as the Pakistan army capitulated and signed off on 
turning Swat over to strict Islamic law (Yousafzai, 2009). In the same month, Ashraf returned to 
Swat to film the second part of the documentary titled: “A Schoolgirl’s Odyssey” (Brenner, 
2013). This part was 20 minutes long, and shows the Yousafzai family returning to Swat, after 
leaving that Spring alongside 1.5 million other refugees from the area (Ellick, 2009b).  
The dangers and risks of participating in “Virtual Pakistan” arise early on in tracing 
Malala’s agency. The BBC Blog and NYT documentaries are two digital platforms that helped 
Malala in expressing her voice to a more global audience, however, local journalists like Ashraf, 
Ellick, and Kakar recognized the dangers that laid ahead. In particular, Ashraf most forcefully 
demonstrates that the journalistic sense that drives the conceptualization and construction of a 
“good” story often overlooks issues of safety, ethics, and children’s best interests. The “good” 
story became an obsession of sorts and taught Malala ways to express her agency that made her 
even more vulnerable. This comes across strongly in both documentaries. However, it is 
important to highlight that this was just the beginning for Malala. Her contact with the BBC, 
NYT, and maybe even other international media outlets opened up new opportunities for further 
training as a citizen journalist and her grooming as a symbol of resistance .           
In April of 2009, the Swat Youth Front (SYF) was selected for the Open Minds Project 
(OMP). The project was the first youth-focused initiative of the Institute for War and Peace 
Reporting (Institute for War and Peace Reporting, 2009). Established in 1990, the IWPR is an 
independent not-for profit organization that works in 22 countries worldwide to help local 
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journalists focus on human rights and justice issues. In the process, it is viewed as contributing to 
democratic transitions, and demonstrating an approach to war reporting with a greater focus on 
the human consequences. Particular focus is given to marginalized and silenced perspectives. 
The website displays the phrase “giving voice, driving change” as the motto of the organization 
(https://iwpr.net). Citizen journalism is viewed by IWPR as a tool to advance peace and justice 
amidst war and conflict.  
At the time, Swat presented the perfect opportunity and need for such an initiative. The 
initiative targeted 10-19-year-old children and youth in schools and madrasas across the province 
(Peace Education and Development Foundation, 2009). These young people would be trained in 
the basics of journalism and critical thinking, with the aim of turning them against violence and 
extremism. The program was 18 months long, and students received two laptops and two 
desktops along with high speed Internet (Peace Education and Development Foundation, 2009).  
Niaz Ahmed Khan, a local journalist, was hired as a media journalism trainer by the Swat 
Youth Front. Malala was one of the 250 children that took part in the IWPR initiative (Swat 
Youth Front, 2010) and worked closely with Khan. He helped Malala and other young girls raise 
their voices and share their stories via online and television media outlets. However, he paid 
particular focus to Malala, publishing interviews with her that aired via Khyber TV channel, a 
popular Pashto language news channel, that he worked for at the time (Institute for War and 
Peace Reporting, 2010). Khan knew about Malala’s blog, and said that her bravery and resolve 
inspired many others participating in the program to turn to online platforms in raising their 
voices and expressing their viewpoints. On November 19, 2011, Khyber TV aired one of Khan’s 
interviews with Malala in which she stated that Khyber TV was the first media outlet that came 
to their school and “raised our voices, even before the BBC and NYT” (Khan, 2011).   
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Amidst Malala’s growing presence in the media, and particularly following the release of 
the first NYT documentary, her voice travelled far beyond the Swat Valley and reached the ears 
of Shiza Shahid. A Stanford student at the time, Shahid saw part one of Ellick’s documentary 
(Class Dismissed) and was enraged by the events in Swat. As a native of Pakistan, Shahid was 
able to quickly mobilize assistance for 26 girls and invited them to Islamabad for workshops and 
emotional relief (Stanford Alumni, 2009). The project called Shajar-e-Ilm, or tree of knowledge, 
was an attempt to empower the girls without drawing undue attention to them (Stanford Alumni, 
2009). Subsequently, the retreat was kept quiet in order to protect the girls from further threat.  
“Inevitably, the girls would become a vanguard for change upon returning home. Some danger 
would unavoidably follow from that, but Shahid didn’t want the girls put in a limelight that 
exposed them to any extra threat.  Media coverage, for instance, was discouraged until the end of 
the retreat (paragraph. 6).”  Soon after, CNN (Perry, 2009) highlighted the story through a news 
piece titled Girls victimized by Taliban find safe haven to learn. The source of funding for the 
project is unknown, but Shahid has remarked that only modest fundraising proved necessary 
(Stanford Alumni, 2009).  
Towards the end of the retreat, young girls were asked to write a letter to key government 
officials on the state of girls’ education in the province. Malala talks about this exercise in her 
memoir (Lamb & Yousafzai, 2013). It appears that the letter was read, or at least the content of it 
was presented, in a high-profile meeting organized by UNICEF at the US embassy in Islamabad 
in which Malala and her father were special guests (Dad, 2012). Ziauddin and Malala, along with 
a group of grassroots activists, met with U.S. special representative to Afghanistan and Pakistan, 
the late Richard Holbrooke. Holbrooke was in Pakistan inspecting refugee camps but made it a 
priority to meet with local activists in the region. This is another key moment in the second NYT 
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documentary, where Malala assertively addresses Holbrooke, “Respected Ambassador, if you 
can help us in our education, so please help us” (Ellick, 2009b).  This meeting with Holbrooke 
was no coincidence or insignificant gesture. It illustrates the connections Malala was making as a 
result of her journalism, and how her voice had attracted the attention of U.S. powers with very 
specific geopolitical interests in the region. As pictures18 of Holbrooke, Malala, and Ziauddin 
began to surface on the Internet (Dad, 2012), the Taliban took notice. Friends and family voiced 
their concerns; however, Malala now had the confidence, backing and support that gave her the 
illusion that she was invincible. 
A Symbol of Resistance. The young Malala left Swat a very different person. She now 
returned with a greater resolve, clear goals, and objectives. This comes across clearly in the 
second documentary (Ellick, 2013), where her resolve and motivation alongside gory images of 
Taliban brutality reveal her transformation into a symbol of resistance and hope, in a region in 
utter despair (Ashraf, 2013). Malala appears more comfortable with the camera than before, 
more vocal and descriptive with her words. Ellick and Ashraf successfully presented a young girl 
brave enough to take on the Taliban, when others feared for their lives. Ashraf says, “I was sick 
when I saw the video for the first time, in New York the editors had added footage of Taliban 
floggings” (Brenner, 2013). “In fact, the NYTs morbid fascination with the horrors of the 
Taliban represented Malala as a symbol of resistance in a time when she was still living with her 
family in Taliban-controlled Swat Valley” (Ashraf, 2014a). Now, he was convinced that Malala 
                                                             
18 Important to note that many right-wing groups used the photo in blog posts and tweeted the image to 
show Malala’s affiliation with the West. Nighat Dad’s piece here shows the picture and her response to 






was a possible target, and immediately emailed Ellick. For Ashraf, this conflict was not meant to 
be fought by Malala.  
“It should have been fought by my army, my military, my police. This should not have 
been Malala’s job. That was a camouflage! This was an excuse to focus on Malala-not on 
the forces behind Malala, who were doing little to help the people of Mingora” (Brenner, 
2013). 
In late October 2009, two weeks after the NYT aired the second documentary Secretary of 
State Hillary Clinton visited Islamabad (Office of the Spokesman US Department of State, 
2009). The Times noted in a dispatch that “engaging Pakistan’s unruly media was perhaps Mrs. 
Clinton’s most important job on this visit” (Mufti, 2014, para. 27). Newspapers and television, 
the Times said, “drive public opinion more here than in many countries, and the coverage is 
sharply critical of the United States, tapping into deep Pakistani resentment” (para. 27). The 
media, in other words, were becoming a battlefield in the shadowy conflict in Pakistan. Richard 
Holbrooke, the article said, “is developing a plan to encourage new FM radio stations as a way to 
counterbalance propaganda from radio stations that fall into the hands of the Taliban or other 
militants” (para. 27) Some of the American-backed radio stations took to the airwaves a few 
months later (Mufti, 2014). 
As Malala’s story entered the global stage, she did not receive the same level of attention 
in her home country of Pakistan.  However, in October 2011 that changed.  Desmond Tutu, a 
member of the steering committee for the UN Global Education First Initiative, announced 
Malala’s nomination for the International Children’s Peace Prize (Kids Rights, 2011).19  It was at 
this moment that Malala became the pride and joy of Pakistan.  On Dec. 19, 2011, Prime 
Minister Yusuf Raza Gilani awarded her Pakistan’s National Peace Prize and directed authorities 
                                                             
19 See Press Release here: http://salvaticopiii.ro/upload/p0001_PRESS%20RELEASe.pdf 
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to set up an IT campus in the Swat Degree College for women at Malala’s request (Khan, 2011).  
At the same time, the Swat Secondary School was renamed in her honor.  The branding of 
Malala had begun, as the Taliban watched from afar.  She no longer feared the Taliban and spoke 
openly against them in public appearances, talk shows, and interviews.  Appearing on a famous 
Pakistani morning talk show, Malala was asked about the Taliban and what she would do if she 
was to meet them. A confident and forthright Malala exclaimed, “If a Talib is coming, I will pull 
off my sandal and slap him on the face” (Sethi, 2014).20 For a young girl still living in Swat, she 
was approaching a dangerous line. Yet the awards, prestigious meetings, interviews with foreign 
and national media outlets emboldened the young activist, making her feel invincible. She was 
now the well-trained, empowered, grassroots activist that could turn the tide in the war on terror 
through her campaign for girls’ education. Echoing throughout the nation was the need for more 
Malalas.   
In 2012, Malala began planning for and organizing the Malala Education Foundation.  
She now had the confidence, backing, and tools to push the initiative forward.  Perhaps Malala 
felt invincible because of her global network of support, but alongside her rising fame came 
imminent danger.  The Taliban saw her as conspiring with the “enemy” and defying Pashtun 
tradition. She was identified as a “sinner” who had violated Shari’a. A young girl raising her 
voice against the Taliban carried great risk and consequences that could not be escaped through 
digital spaces; she could not escape the local realities of life in Northwest Pakistan.  That 
summer, the Taliban held a meeting and unanimously agreed to assassinate her (Ahmad, 2012).   
It was on October 9, 2012, that the Taliban carried out their decree. They boarded the van 
which served as a school vehicle carrying the girls to and from school, which Malala had 
                                                             
20 The uploaded YouTube video link (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bB5OQaKIPuY) no longer works. 
However, many have referenced this quote during interviews and meetings with Malala like Mira Sethi’s. 
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purchased with the International Children’s Peace Prize award money (Lamb & Yousafzai, 
2013) and shot the young activist from point blank range. The attack appeared to give legitimacy 
to the claim, what the Taliban feared most was an educated girl. However, it was very clear to 
locals living in the region that she was attacked not because of her campaign for girls’ education, 
but because she was outspoken regarding the Taliban and their presence in the region.    
When news broke of the shooting, the world began to respond instantaneously through 
Twitter, Facebook, blogs, YouTube, webpages, radio, and television. The international 
community was in shock as to how the Taliban could be so cruel as to target a 14-year-old school 
girl. People around the world expressed awe at the courage of a young girl who was willing to 
give her life for the cause of girls’ education, and her story became an inspiring tale. Parents 
from the U.S. and U.K. narrated the story of Malala to their children, governments began to rally 
around her cause, and non-governmental organizations re-vamped their efforts around girls’ 
education. Malala seemed to be responsible for this whirlwind of events as slogans such as, “I 
am Malala,” and “We are All Malala,” began to surface on Facebook pages, blogs, campaigns 
for girls’ education, and songs. The Taliban met its match: a 14-year-old girl, born and raised in 
a region identified as the new breeding ground for terrorists, was fighting back, and the world 
was on her side. Malala succeeded where all else failed, and she was seen as mobilizing 
Pakistani citizens against the Taliban in a moment of national unity. Fareed Zakariya vocalized 
this sentiment best when he exclaimed:  
Malala exposed the lie of Islamic extremists and they were willing to kill her for it…her 
courage in taking on the Taliban has inspired moderate Pakistanis. Pakistan may blame 
the West, but the enemy lies within, and it took a 14-year-old girl to bring that to people’s 
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attention. We wish her a speedy recovery so that she can be back in the fight for her 
country and her religion (CNN, 2012).     
Malala was now strategically positioned within a discourse that was used to justify ongoing 
drone strikes in the region, and Pakistan’s necessary involvement in the war on terror. Within 
Pakistan, she was being touted as the daughter of the nation and her image appeared alongside 
the late Benazir Bhutto on all major Pakistani media broadcasts. Bhutto was the first and only 
female prime minister of Pakistan and she was also a victim of Taliban brutality. Candle light 
vigils and rallies were held in support of Malala and the fight for girls’ education.  
 These global reactions are important in understanding how the merging of U.S. foreign 
policy interests with girls’ education shapes views about Muslim girls’ and their education that 
built Malala’s agency in ways that were harmful, unethical, and manipulative. Thus, the larger 
issue lies in slogans like “We Are All Malala” particularly for Muslim girls’ growing-up during 
the war on terror. The projection of this sort of agency through models for children’s 
participation inspired by story’s like Malala’s is particularly troubling. It raises views of Muslim 
girls as capable and more responsible in fighting the Taliban and more generally any challenges 
that arise alongside violent conflict. Education is centered as the most powerful tool in activating 
this sort of agency. The role of powerful institutions and actors like the U.S. State Department, 
United Nations, New York Times, BBC, and Pakistani media in raising Muslim girls’ agency is 
obscured in Malala’s story. Rather, a rights-based discourse around education is employed to 
further reinforce views of the autonomous, empowered girl child who is not only able to realize 
her rights and identify her needs and interests, but also deal with any challenges and risks 




The Branding & Marketing of Malala: A New Phase in Building Agency  
International development organizations saw in Malala’s tragedy a unique opportunity to 
market their own education campaigns. Gordon Brown, the newly appointed UN Special Envoy 
for Global Education, was the first to take advantage of this opportune moment. Just weeks after 
her injured body arrived in the UK, Brown visited Malala and her family in the hospital (Brown, 
2012). He offered to help the family in any way that they deemed necessary. Immediately, they 
requested Shiza Shahid’s help in handling the overwhelming media storm in the UK (AFP, 
2013). Shahid formed a close bond with the family since Malala first attended the Shajar-e-Ilm 
retreat she organized in 2009 (Stanford Alumni, 2009). Now, she worked for McKinsey & Co.21 
in Dubai making it difficult for her to travel to the UK.  Brown put in a call to McKinsey‘s senior 
partner, Dominic Barton, who had occasionally advised Brown while he was Prime Minister and 
asked him to lend Ms. Shahid’s expertise to the Malala Fund (Stanford Alumni, 2009). Shahid 
spent the next months preparing Malala and her family for life in the limelight.  She played a 
critical role in the marketing and branding of Malala as the new global face and voice for girls’ 
education.  
Gordon Brown’s high-profile visit is key in understanding how a powerful international 
organization like the United Nations was able to really cash-in on this moment. The visit sparked 
the creation of the ‘I Am Malala’ Petition that demanded all children worldwide be in school by 
the end of 2015 (Brown, 2012). The petition helped to ratify Pakistan’s first Right to Education 
Bill, leading TIME magazine to feature Malala on its cover as one of The 100 Most Influential 
People in the World (Maza, 2013). While lying in a hospital bed, she made great strides as a 
global advocate for girls’ education.       
                                                             
21 a global management-consulting firm that makes billions advising governments around the world,  
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Vital Voices. The next critical phase in the raising of Malala’s agency was the need for a 
powerful and far-reaching platform that would take her fight for girls’ education to the next 
level. Malala’s voice and compelling narrative were inspiring, yet Brown and Shahid recognized 
the need to harness the strength of this moment to build the Malala Fund. With their mentorship, 
Malala, her father, and a group of supporters approached Vital Voices and requested the US-
based NGO support the early formation and initial management of the Fund (Vital Voices, 
2013). Vital Voices appeared the perfect fit as the NGO invests in women leaders from around 
the world.    
Launched in 1997, Vital Voices first began as a U.S. government initiative to promote the 
advancement of women as a U.S. foreign policy goal. It was founded by then First Lady Hillary 
Clinton and Secretary of State Madeline Albright. In 2000, the initiative became a non-profit. 
The mission statement found on the organization’s website reads:  
We identify, invest in, and bring visibility to extraordinary women around the world by 
unleashing their leadership potential to transform lives and accelerate peace and 
prosperity in their communities (https://www.vitalvoices.org). 
On November 12, 2012, alongside key partners including the UN Foundation and Girl Up, the 
Vital Voices Global Partnership set-up the Malala Fund. The core committee was composed of 
education experts, international development experts, entrepreneurs, as well as Malala and her 
family. The Malala Fund’s all-female Board of Directors made up of high-profile business 
leaders, provided Malala with a strong network of support and powerful base. Her training 
continued, but not as a journalist. This time, Malala began her journey toward becoming the 
world’s most renowned global advocate for girls’ education.  
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Celebrity endorsements began to pour in from the likes of Angelina Jolie (Frith, 2013). 
Edelman, the world’s largest public relations firm, took up Malala’s cause pro bono, setting up a 
five person “Malala press office” in London, headed by well-known speechwriter Jamie Lundie 
(AFP, 2013). Talks of a memoir, film, and a Nobel nomination began to surface as arrangements 
were made for the launch of the Malala Fund. Malala played a key role in the launch, so that it 
did not appear that the Fund was run by outside actors. This was Malala’s fight and in order for 
her organization to gain traction and support it had to remain that way. So, on February 4, 2013, 
just one month after she was released from the hospital, Malala introduced the fund through a 
video message uploaded to YouTube by Vital Voices (https://bit.ly/2RYfpQW). It was the first 
time since the attack that she spoke publicly. The story was covered by every major global media 
outlet, and Vital Voices reported the video was viewed more than 100,000 times on YouTube the 
day it was uploaded (Vital Voices Global Partnership, 2013). In the video, Malala addresses a 
global audience telling them she is recovering well and ready to fight for the right of every girl to 
be educated. However, Malala was not yet ready to take the lead in establishing the Malala Fund 
as an independent organization. Malala was still recovering from her injuries and to life outside 
of Swat. Nonetheless, the team behind the Malala Fund worked tirelessly in packaging and 
marketing her voice and narrative in a way that centered a new model for children’s participation 
and activism that could be exported around the world.  
Malala’s Memoir: ‘I Am Malala’. Malala’s memoir is a critical text in understanding 
the approach for children’s participation endorsed by the Malala Fund. It is also the text from 
which all other advocacy tools constructed by the Malala Fund arise. A more critical 
consideration of this text is raised in this section. Issues of relevancy, translation, and 
representation come together in this analysis challenging the exercising of children’s agency as a 
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solution. Rather, the technique or mechanism of engagement is more closely examined. The 
vantage point of the invisible narrator or using Spivak’s (1988) terminology “the absent non-
representor that lets the oppressed speak for themselves” (p.292) is centered. Using the disguise 
of transparency, the memoir presents an unacknowledged privileging of the subject with a focus 
on the authenticity of the ‘other’. Hence, Malala appears to be the narrator, speaking on her own, 
however, the role of her co-author is important to understand and lift the veil of invisibility.         
While reading ‘I Am Malala’, the audience perceives Malala as the main narrator. Her 
voice is strong and centered. Yet, an important point to consider is that Malala did not write her 
memoir alone. It was co-authored alongside high-profile British journalist and foreign 
correspondent Christina Lamb. First, it is important to understand how and why Lamb was 
selected for this important task. Lamb was a member of the IWPR International Board of 
Directors, the same organization which facilitated the Open Minds Project (OMP) project that 
Malala participated in from 2009-2010. She was aware of Malala’s local activism. Additionally, 
the British journalist was no stranger to the region, therefore, she came in contact with the family 
early on. Lamb’s ties to the region are important in understanding the way that the memoir is 
framed.    
Christina Lamb’s illustrious career as a foreign correspondent began in Pakistan with her 
first major interview with the late Benazir Bhutto in 1987. In those early years, she also spent 
some time in the Northern areas of Pakistan where she interviewed locals in the community 
including future Afghan President Hamid Karzai. Her relationship with Pakistan became more 
complicated when in 2001 she was deported to London by Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence 
(ISI) (Bentham, 2001). The ISI allegedly did not like the content of her journalism and views 
from within the country (Bentham, 2001). Lamb remains extremely critical of Pakistan’s role in 
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the war on terror, and accuses the government, military, and Pakistan’s Inter Service Intelligence 
Agency (ISI) of helping the Taliban. She argues this makes a nuclear-armed Pakistan perhaps the 
most dangerous place on earth and Afghanistan one of the world’s poorest (Lamb, 2015).  
The Malala team’s decision to select Lamb as co-author strategically places Malala’s 
agency and education within a geopolitical framing that very clearly raises the “good” Muslim 
versus the “bad” Muslim dichotomy. These viewpoints come across strongly in the memoir, at 
times reading like a South Asian geopolitical primer. Malala and Lamb write about heads of 
state, army generals, and past prime ministers that are an important part of the modern political 
history of Pakistan. Malala was not even born when many of these leaders were in power, but the 
memoir discusses them as if she met them. One example is her very detailed and animated 
description of General Zia ul-Haq. Malala and Lamb write: “He was a scary man with dark 
panda shadows around his eyes, large teeth that seemed to stand to attention and hair pomaded 
flat on his head” (p. 30). Their voices are intertwined in many places throughout the memoir, 
making the reader forget that a fifteen-year-old girl still recovering from a very traumatic 
experience has written this story. By raising Lamb’s visibility as the narrator, the framing and 
construction of Malala’s voice comes more into focus rather than her “authenticity”.   
While Lamb provides a compelling narration of Malala’s story, one wonders what the 
then only 15-year-old would write about (or not) if she wrote the memoir without Lamb’s help 
and while still in the Swat Valley amidst the Taliban? In the memoir and amidst the whirlwind of 
support and celebration, the message of girls’ education became difficult to decipher and 
understand for locals. But what did come into view were the great challenges and risks that 
accompanied the intertwining of geopolitics with girls’ education. Yet, these challenges and 
questions did not configure well into the raising of Malala’s narrative and voice on the global 
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stage. The local community from which she came remained a static backdrop against which 
Malala performed. Malala’s Pakistan had failed her, and she now symbolized all that was ‘good’ 
in a country struggling to counter the ‘bad’. Nonetheless, Pakistan remained central to the 
branding and authenticity of Malala’s voice.   
Exploring “Silence”: Reaction’s from within Pakistan 
Amidst the rise of Malala as a global icon, voices from within Malala’s hometown and 
province reacted quite differently. Ideas of global youth citizenship and empowerment are 
challenged, and the complexity and nuance of their “silence” becomes an important focus. The 
Swat Valley and the entire KP province were shaken to the core by this incident, and young 
school girls in the region and their families feared further retaliation. The Taliban were 
successful in instilling fear in the hearts and minds of those living there. National online news 
media sources, like The Express Tribune, reported young girls protesting the renaming of the 
local girls’ college in Swat, and showed images of Malala were defaced (2012, December 12). In 
addition, her memoir, since publication, remains banned in the KP province, amidst security 
fears (Yusufzai, 2014). Some of Pakistan’s online citizenry took to social media sharing these 
stories of protest, alongside their opposition to the raising of Malala’s narrative and its 
celebration. 
The questions that arise around Malala’s agency are further elucidated in the local 
context of Northwest Pakistan. What is characterized as “silence” by Malala’s proponents 
becomes a useful means of more deeply engaging with ideas of children’s agency. Embedded in 
questions of agency is the construction of silence or the “journey to silence” that Spivak 
conceptualizes as a more analytically useful engagement with the subaltern, in this case the 
Pashtun child. In many ways, this chapter charts the construction of Malala’s silence alongside 
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the rise of her agency. What is clearly understood is that her “journey to silence” is very simply 
articulated using the geopolitics of the war on terror. What arises amidst local reactions is the 
beginnings of a re-reading and re-framing of Malala’s agency that centers issues of 
representation and translation. Along these lines, the new model of children’s participation and 
activism that is raised does not firmly grasp the diverse local experiences of children’s agency, 
childhood, education, and conflict that is essential in arriving at a “safer”, more relevant, and 
effective model for children’s engagement in issues regarding girls’ education. 
The question that is centered is who is this model intended for? What do we learn about 
the challenges and issues of girls’ education? It seems very little. However, what is further 
elucidated are the problems that arise alongside the views about Muslim girls’ and their 
education that are used to promote this model for children’s participation. Pashtun voices can 
help in arriving at a clearer understanding of these issues of representation and translation that 
are unethical and harmful. If, Pashtun communities are displaying reactions that resist the larger 
themes of global youth citizenship and empowerment, an exploration of these reactions are not 
only necessary, but urgent. It is Pashtun childhoods that are most effected and burdened by 
policies and initiatives that put a great deal of pressures on their already vulnerable and 
marginalized childhoods. Furthermore, views of Muslim girls’ and their education that are 
shaped by these discourses, policies and initiatives centered around children’s agency neglect the 
diversity of experiences, needs, and perspectives that can help in arriving at a more well-rounded 
picture of the challenges of girls’ education in the region. Moreover, a clearer understanding of 
the relationship between geopolitics and girls’ education comes into view. This relationship is at 
the root of problems of the translation, documentation, and defining of children’s agency. The 
chapter begins to raise this problematic and the need for further exploration becomes evident.  
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Conclusion: Moving Toward an Exploration of Pashtun Children’s Agency    
In conclusion, Malala’s agency is situated and understood as shaped and re-shaped by 
powerful actors and institutions invested in a model of children’s participation that employs 
frameworks of childhood, education, and conflict informed by the new geopolitics of the war on 
terror. This re-reading of Malala’s narratives presents the challenges and risks that arise as a 
result of this sort of construction and view of Muslim girls’ agency. The need for further study of 
the local implications of this model becomes urgent and necessary in providing an evidence-
based understanding of girls’ education for the purpose of grounding educational interventions in 
the lived experiences and needs of students. To reiterate, the need is clear when we see how 
Malala’s agency and voice were raised in ways that were not only harmful, but unethical, 
manipulative, and in violation of the rights of the child. Thus, a counter-narrative that is arising 
out of the same region where Malala began her career as an activist is important to consider. 
Furthermore, the focus by global powers in cultivating children’s agency in geopolitical hotspots 
like Northwest Pakistan is an alarming trend that requires intervention.   
An exploration of Pashtun children’s agency and growing up during the war on terror 
provide unique perspectives on the educational challenges and risks that accompany schooling in 
conflict. The indecipherability of Malala’s message of girls’ education raises the reality of 
diverse understandings of the role of education and schooling amidst school attacks, targeted 
killings, and bomb blasts. Furthermore, it is important to consider how Pashtun childhoods can 
add to this re-reading of Malala’s agency and assemble a local articulation of it and the larger 
message of girls’ education. 
Re-reading Malala’s case in this way creates space for perspectives like these to be 
considered by centering Pashtun childhood in a way that raises the risks and challenges of 
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children’s digital activism and participation under the new geopolitics of the war on terror. What 
begins to come into focus are the fears and fatigue of vulnerable communities that are further 
muted amidst the call for more Malala’s. Dissenting, local voices cannot be simply read as 
conspiratorial, conservative, extremist, and anti-western as western media outlets and national 
media outlets tend to frame them. Rather, they point to the glaring reality that concerns of safety, 
ethical considerations, and the best interests of the child are sidelined in this approach to girls’ 
education. Truths, like girls’ education, cannot be removed from the stream of life and presented 
in complete isolation from experiential contexts and realities. Furthermore, truths have to be 
related to the subjects in whose life they make a difference, to their experiences and valuations. 
So, when the “global” hegemonic construction of Malala’s narrative is the window or lens 
through which we view and understand Pashtun childhood, schooling, agency, and girls’ 
education, our view is not only incomplete, but it is complicit in the muting of voices that are not 
Malala’s yet are engaged in the same struggles. I travelled to Peshawar, Pakistan with the hopes 
of getting a clearer picture of the challenges of growing-up and going to school during the war 
on terror. Questions that I could not ask Malala, I would ask young Pashtun girls and boys like 










CHAPTER 7: PERSPECTIVES FROM INSIDE A GIRLS’ MADRASA 
 
“Now, as I face my own mortality, I understand girls’ education is the most important. It 
is these same girls that will raise the children and the whole village.” Ali cracked a half  
smile, shyly looking towards his two sons and the rest of us seated around him. The 
discomfort and pain of the cancer that had spread throughout his body was visible on his 
face and in his movements. Ali was my first cousin’s husband and came to the village to 
invite me to his home. He was in his late 60s but appeared older due to his illness that his 
sons hid from him. He continued, “After this visit with you all I am headed to a girls’ 
madrasa near my ancestral village. I want to support it and I know my time in this world 
is short. Please forgive me as I must leave now.” As he began to rise, his sons rushed to 
his right and left sides, careful not to help him unless he indicated the need for help. He 
gently wrapped his large woolen shawl around his chest and left us with the customary 
Pashtun goodbye: Allah pa Aman, “I leave you in God’s peace.” Less than a year later, 
Ali passed away (fieldnotes, February 6, 2014). 
The above field note introduces this chapter on the girls’ madrasa because it highlights a rare 
vantage point on the role of these fairly new religious institutions of education during the war on 
terror. The overpowering sentiments of love, respect, and hope shared by a Pashtun man reveals 
one of the many diverse local perspectives on the role of girls’ schooling in a rural context like 
Warsak Place. Furthermore, the expression of his own mortality resembled the sentiments shared 
by families and children in Warsak Place. Death was always so near. Stories of childhood and 
schooling were wrapped in the realities of growing up alongside violent conflict. In this local 
context, without warning lives are taken and altered within seconds. Even more paralyzing is the 
reality that this happens in places like madrasas and schools which are considered sacred and 
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safe. Yet, like Ali, some madrasa students and their families found solace and meaning in 
contributing to and participating in the girls’ madrasa. From this vantage point, the female 
madrasa is understood as elevating the need for girls’ education for the betterment of Pashtun 
girls and their community. However, young girls studying at the madrasa revealed the tensions 
around the “benefits” of a madrasa education articulated by adults in the community. Pashtun 
girls situated within this school setting understood their education as lacking, but the only viable 
option for them.   
These perspectives on the girls’ madrasa in Warsak Place are centered in order to not 
only challenge views about madrasa students and their education, but also monolithic views 
about Muslim girls’ and their education. Beginning in this way, creates space for Pashtun 
children’s diverse experiences of schooling to be considered within global and national debates 
on girls’ education and schooling in conflict. This helps in challenging assumptions and 
preconceived notions about the role of the female madrasa alongside the growing influence of 
U.S. foreign policy priorities on international development discourses and policies that shape 
views about Muslim girls’ and their education. The chapter moves beyond discourses of 
radicalization and counter-radicalization embedded in the new geopolitics of the war on terror 
and raises the diverse situations, struggles, and needs of young girls living in conflict. The 
discussion that arises is centered around Pashtun children’s articulations of agency that focus on 
the construction of their silence or marginality. In the girls’ madrasa school setting, Pashtun girls 
were more comfortable articulating their “journey to silence”. They vividly defined the 
techniques of silencing that continued to press down upon their childhoods inside and outside of 
the madrasa. From this vantage point, Pashtun children did not speak as victims, but instead as 
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contributors to discussions about girls’ education and the educational challenges and risks of 
growing up during the war on terror.        
The Rise of the Girls Madrasa in a post-9/11 Pakistan 
The rise of the girls’ madrasa is a phenomenon present throughout Pakistan. In 2009, 
there were almost 2,000 registered female madrasas, and this figure does not take into account 
unregistered madrasas (Inayat, 2016). Additionally, a quarter of a million young women are 
educated in these religious institutions of education (Inayat, 2016). In a post-9/11 Pakistan, 
growing research interests in female madrasas is rooted in a desire to recognize the links between 
the demand for these schooling options and religious militancy (Bano, 2012; Inayat, 2016). 
Similar to discussions around the male madrasa, the female madrasa is problematically viewed 
through the lens of the war on terror. Subsequently, these fairly new and complex spaces are 
understood without a proper historical and social grounding.   
Only recently, the role of female madrasas in Pakistan22 became a focus of international 
development discourses and policies (UNAMA, 2007; UNESCO, 2009; UNESCO, 2014; 
UNESCO, 2015). The research and debates that inform these discourses and policies place 
emphasis on the role of madrasas as an alternate schooling model in conflict (Abu Nimer & 
Kadayifci, 2011; Asadullah & Chaudhury, 2009; Bano, 2007, 2010, 2012; Bradley & Saigol, 
2012; Farooq, 2010; McClure, 2009; Winthrop & Graff, 2010). In these debates, conflict is 
defined using the new geopolitics of the war on terror. This geopolitical framing casts the female 
madrasa as suspect in contributing to a rise in Islamist militancy in the region. The fears of the 
radicalization of a young generation of Pakistani’s becomes the framework for understanding 
                                                             
22 I want to be clear here that I do not mean to say that the female madrasa was not researched until 
this time, in a global context there has been research, but I am pointing specifically at the research 
within Pakistan with a focus on education, childhood, conflict, and development. 
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these religious institutions. Female students are perceived as falling prey to a militant mindset 
that is further exacerbating conflict in the region. The problem that arises alongside this framing 
are monolithic views about Muslim girls and their education derived from these discourses and 
policies. Muslim girls are viewed as victims of not only Islamist militancy, but also a schooling 
model that increases their vulnerabilities and the violence around them. Furthermore, the 
realization of Muslim girls’ agency through education becomes highly problematic in this 
setting.  
In these discussions about the female madrasa, questions of Muslim girls’ agency remain 
embedded in an international development discourse that pushes to the margins and disregards 
views of childhood and education from within these spaces. From inside the madrasa, girls’ 
agency is understood as not visible, audible, or articulated. This raises the urgent need for more 
child-centered research in this particular schooling scenario that gives visibility to Pashtun girls’ 
agency. However, before even entering these spaces, it is important to understand the barriers in 
accessing and engaging with female madrasa students. Furthermore, it is necessary to situate 
perspectives from the female madrasa in ways that allow these stories and experiences to inform 
much-needed debates about girls’ education in the region.      
Jamia Hafsa and the Red Mosque Attack: The Centering of the Girls’ Madrasa 
For decades, girls’ madrasas in Pakistan remained some of the most-guarded educational 
institutions in the nation. Even more well-guarded were the female teachers, staff, and students 
that were highly invested in these models of schooling. Even in a post-9/11 Pakistan, the 
madrasa existed at the margins of an international development discourse that was driving 
education policy and reform in the country. In 2006, female students of the Jamia Hafsa madrasa 
near the nation’s capital took to the streets in anti-government and anti-American protests. 
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Global media outlets quickly picked up the story. Suddenly, the girls’ madrasa was thrust to the 
center of international debates on schooling in conflict and the ‘crisis’ of girls’ schooling.  
U.S. geopolitically motivated interests in Jamia Hafsa are important in understanding not 
only the attention of global media outlets and the international development community but also 
the heavy-handed response of the Pakistani establishment. To begin, Jamia Hafsa is a girls’ 
madrasa that is a part of the larger Red Mosque-Madrasa complex located near the capital, 
Islamabad. Since the start of the war on terror, the Red Mosque was on the radar of U.S. 
intelligence and Pakistani authorities. The mosque was identified as supporting and funding the 
Taliban “jihad” in neighboring Afghanistan and harboring terrorists in Pakistan. The U.S. and 
their allies in the war on terror demanded Pakistan send a stronger message to centers of 
resistance like the Red Mosque. From a U.S. vantage point, the only viable solution was shutting 
down the entire mosque-madrasa complex and other madrasas like it that were viewed as fueling 
local conflict. Yet, how this was going to be done remained uncertain. The national government 
knew very well that enforced removal or an attack would result in grave consequences for 
Pakistan. The greatest fear was that government action would further ignite conflict in the region. 
Furthermore, it would spark anger amidst a global Muslim community that considers these 
religious seminaries sacrosanct. The chief clerics of the Red Mosque were very aware of these 
tensions and used this geopolitically charged moment to their advantage. In an unprecedented 
move, female students and teachers of Jamia Hafsa were pushed to the forefront of this battle.  
Girls’ madrasa students and teachers became the focal point of these protests. The Red 
Mosque clerics knew that the government and military establishment would be less inclined to 
wage an offensive against young women and girls. However, if they did decide to attack, the 
incident would be used by Islamists to further legitimize their jihad against the government and 
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the “west” by portraying the attack as a cowardly move (Siddique, 2008, p.16). Subsequently, 
the Pakistani establishment and the global powers pressuring them to take action needed to 
proceed with great caution and care.  
The women and girls of Jamia Hafsa publicly declared now was the time for all girls’ 
madrasa students to join the “jihad” against the government and the “west” (Siddique, 2008, 
p.17). Their slogans, words, and sentiments mimicked their male counterparts, as they raised 
issues of immorality, the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan, and Pakistan’s cowardly move to join the 
war on terror. Western media outlets (Haider, 2007; Masood, 2007; Walsh, 2007) picked up 
Pakistani news images of baton wielding women and girls with their faces covered chanting anti-
western slogans (Ansari, 2007; Siddiqua, 2015). The normalized discourse of the war on terror 
was further propagated via international and national media outlets. Particularly problematic is 
how the global circulation of these images and discourses increased interest in the girls’ madrasa 
within an international development community heavily influenced by a security agenda that 
links development policy ‘abroad’ to security at ‘home’ (Novelli, 2010). Education and Conflict 
scholar Mario Novelli (2010) terms this troubling influence the “militarization of development” 
and warns of the challenges and issues that arise alongside the merging of geopolitical interests 
and educational goals and ambitions in geopolitical hotspots like Northwest Pakistan. 
Pakistan’s global allies, the army, government, and media all worked together illustrating 
the dire need to deal with these voices of extremism and violence. These centers of power very 
simply raised the image of the Muslim woman/girl as the victim of Muslim male manipulation 
and oppression. Even though, little was understood regarding girls’ madrasa students and their 
motivations in opting for a madrasa education. Instead, they were understood in relation to male 
madrasa students who were identified as contributing to the spread of militancy in the region.  
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The Jamia Hafsa case clearly reveals the challenges and dilemmas of the “militarization 
of development” within Pakistan. The troubling reality is that views of Muslim girls’ and their 
education are not informed or shaped by understandings of their experiences of schooling in 
conflict. Rather, international development discourses and policies use the war on terror 
discourse, imagery, and logic as frameworks for studying Muslim girls’ and their education. 
Consequently, images like the ones coming out of the Jamia Hafsa incident were enough to make 
visible the girls’ madrasa and its students in educational debates highlighting the role of 
schooling amidst a rise of Islamist militancy. However, it wasn’t until the Red Mosque-Madrasa 
Complex attack that education researchers entered girls’ madrasas looking to more carefully 
understand the role of these institutions in conflict and the students and families that embraced 
this schooling model.    
In July 2007, the Pakistan army waged a brutal offensive against the Red Mosque. 
Hundreds of male and female madrasa teachers, students, and staff were killed (Siddique, 2008).   
In response to the attack, the U.S. and European Union immediately issued statements in support 
of then Pakistani President Pervez Musharaff’s hard-handedness in dealing with the madrassa 
“problem” (Khan, 2007). Still, the deaths of children and girls in particular was difficult to 
justify. The same global forces who raise the rights of Muslim girls defended Musharaff’s 
actions. Views of Muslim girls’ and their education were complicated in this scenario and 
demanded urgent study. The ‘crisis’ in girls’ education was raised as a justification and policy 
priority. The relationship between militancy and a madrasa education was centered and prompted 
funding for qualitative research on the girls’ madrasa schooling option (Bano, 2007, 2010, 2012).       
The pioneering work of Dr. Masooda Bano (2007, 2010, 2012) arises in response to the 
Red Mosque Attack and within this geopolitically charged context. The Economic and Social 
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Research Council awarded Bano more than €400,000 to study the boom in girls’ madrasas in 
Pakistan and their appeal to students (Butt, 2009). In the two years that she researched in these 
madrasas across Pakistan, her contributions to the field are many. Highlighted in this study is her 
work that charts the birth of female madrasas and the growing demand for these institutions in 
Pakistan since the 1970s. She notes that this reflects both demand from families and a positive 
response by the Islamic educational establishment (Bano, 2010). Furthermore, her research 
points to the increasing demand for female madrasas amongst young girls who have already 
completed a secular education (mostly aged 16+).  
Historical Context: The Birth of the All-Girls’ Madrasa in Pakistan 
The history of girls’ madrasas in Pakistan highlights how different this school setting is 
from the traditional all-male madrasa that has a centuries old history in the subcontinent (Hefner 
& Zaman, 2007). The idea of an all-girls’ madrasa was unheard of in Pakistan before the late 
1970s (Bano, 2010). While there were gatherings of women taking place within different 
households for the purpose of acquiring religious knowledge (Mahmood, 2005), there was 
nothing comparable to the nine-century year old historically male madrasas. Senior (ulema) 
religious figures attribute the emergence of the female madrasa to globalization and the growing 
mismatch between the desire for modernization and local realities (Bano, 2009).  
In the 1960s and 70s, global influences led to the opening up of Pakistani society (Bano, 
2010). This began with General Ayub Khan the martial law administrator recognized for forming 
the first stable government. Khan was enamored by western economic prosperity and shared 
western liberal values. Among other measures, he introduced the Family Laws Ordinance 1961. 
The ordinance made a Muslim man’s religious right to a second marriage conditional upon 
securing permission from his first wife (Bano, 2010). Hence, indirectly discouraging polygamy. 
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After Khan, the next Pakistani leader that contributed to the opening up of Pakistani society to 
global influences was Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto. Bhutto was the first elected Prime Minister of 
Pakistan and the founder of Pakistan’s largest, most progressive political party, the Pakistan 
People’s Party (PPP).  
Under Bhutto, the PPP became the frontrunner for progressive and liberal forces 
(Mumtaz & Shaheed, 1987). Women were now accommodated in grassroots politics, senior 
leadership roles, and given constitutional guarantees including reserved seats in local bodies.23 
Females were also appointed to key positions such as Provincial Governor, University Vice-
Chancellor, and Deputy Speaker of the National Assembly (Bano, 2010). This period also saw 
the rise of feminist organizations within Pakistan, including two of the most prominent and 
impactful organizations, the Aurat Foundation (1976) and Shirkat Gah (1975). The Aurat 
Foundation (1976) was started by left-oriented university teachers, students, and other working 
women (Mumtaz & Shaheed, 1987). Shirkat Gah (1975) was established by young women 
recently returning from western universities (Mumtaz & Shaheed, 1987). In particular, these two 
organizations went on to greatly shape the discourse on women’s rights in Pakistan.  
Women from around the country benefited from these enhanced development 
opportunities. Their increased visibility in the public sphere triggered self-reflection “within the 
ranks of the male ulema, initiated by themselves and in response to cajoling from their daughters 
and sisters, who envied the changing opportunities for girls in their own neighborhoods” (Bano, 
2009, p.8). Two key concerns were put forward: first, as elaborated by Maulana Naeemi, a 
prominent Barelvi scholar, “the need to ensure that women within religious households are not 
denied the benefits of increased educational opportunities, especially in lieu of the consensus in 
                                                             




Islamic scholarship on the importance of seeking knowledge for both men and women” (Bano, 
2010, p.8); and second, they raised the need to protect women from liberal western values seen 
to be pervading society (Bano, 2010). For the ulema, what was at stake was their conception of 
the ideal family and society embedded in the image of the “good”, morally sound woman 
responsible for the preservation of an Islamic family structure. Girls’ madrasas emerged from 
this ideological move to preserve traditional value structures in light of the threats such values 
were seen to face due to growing social liberalization (Bano, 2010). However, from the birth of 
the first girls’ madrasa in the late 1970s it took more than a decade for its dramatic expansion 
which started in the late 1980s. Bano (2010) elaborates: 
In the view of one of the Deobandi scholars interviewed, “it took ten years for the 
pioneering ulama to establish that female students could be provided with boarding 
facilities without risk to an alim’s (religious teacher’s) reputation.” An equally, if not 
more, important factor in winning converts to the idea were the unpredicted dividends of 
this investment in female education, which came to the surface only gradually. As 
graduating students from the madrasas returned to their homes after four years of Islamic 
education, they became instrumental in spreading religious teaching in their broader 
communities (p.9).   
Here, Bano highlights the fact that if the girls’ madrasa was to continue not only to exist, but rise 
in popularity, it was critical that this institution eliminate any sort of threat to existing Islamic 
norms and values. In this regard, the girls’ madrasa in Warsak Place is no different. The madrasa 
and female students face little to no opposition within the village. The curriculum and pedagogy 
are not viewed as disruptive, but rather reinforcing local cultural norms and religious values.  
161 
 
While Bano’s (2009, 2010) research is helpful in understanding the female madrasa 
within the national context, it is important to highlight that in Northwest Pakistan the model of 
the girls’ madrasa is adopted to suit local needs, circumstances, and the cultural positioning of 
Pashtun females, their families, and communities. A limitation of Bano’s research was her 
inability to sufficiently access madrasas in the KP province. This shows the barriers of 
engagement that prevail in a region of Pakistan where the war on terror is most pervasive. 
Subsequently, Bano’s research is supplemented by my own research on girls’ madrasas in 
Warsak Place. Interviews with other madrasa students and their families in this local context 
helps contextualize the perspectives that came out of my field site.  
Girls’ Madrasas in Warsak Place 
In Warsak Place, girls’ madrasas are a loosely and fluidly defined school setting. Often 
times, this space resembles government school classrooms with the exception of desks and 
chairs. However, I visited multiple madrasas in the village accommodated within homes. The 
student population was between 10 to 40 females young and old. There was no formal-standard 
curriculum, rather the curriculum was dependent on the teacher. Curriculums were designed to 
accommodate females of all age groups, who were looking for an hour or two of religious 
instruction. This particular format appealed mostly to married women and older women. 
However, increasingly, upper and middle-class private school-going girls were opting for this 
sort of madrasa set-up.  
The madrasas most heavily attended were ones that focused on Quranic tafseer24 in the 
native language pashto. In these madrasas, classes were in the late afternoon and lasted between 
30 minutes to 2 hours. Women and young girls were often eager to attend these sessions because 
                                                             
24 Tafseer is a detailed commentary on the Qur’an written in many different languages by prominent 
religious scholars.  
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they offered a break from daunting household chores, familial obligations, and provided 
opportunities to socialize with friends. For some, it helped them to cope with the daily struggles 
of living in conflict.  
Nargis, an older woman in her 60s, shared how the madrasa saved her from depression 
and helped her severe anxiety.  
All of my sons are grown-up and married. They have their wives and I am happy, but 
when one of them moved away I was very sad. I became depressed. Also, as the 
situations here are not safe anymore, I would sit and watch the gate until my sons and 
grandkids came home. I thought about it a lot and I was unhappy. My family was 
worried. My daughter-in-law told me to join the madrasa just a few houses down. She 
said I will become busy and not worry so much. So, I did. Now I study the Qur’an and 
have completed it one time already. It makes me feel proud and it gives me peace. I still 
worry, but not as much. The Qur’an brings me peace (interview, March 3, 2014).         
Nargis’s reflections on her own madrasa education shows the important role this madrasa played 
in enhancing her personal well-being. The realities of living in a region of conflict places great 
pressures on households like Nargis’s. Diverse coping mechanisms were necessary in order to 
alleviate some of these pressures. For Nargis, attending the madrasa regularly was one of these 
coping mechanisms. Nargis shared story after story of other women, like her, who found comfort 
and solace not only in Qur’anic recitation, but also in the strong friendships formed between 
young and old students.  
We take care of each other. When someone needs help, we all get together and arrange 
for money or ask our brothers, sons, and husbands to help out. One of the ladies has a son 
and he is addicted to drugs. He has turned to drugs because he can’t find a job. Things are 
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different now; our city is not the same. His addiction is ruining everything for them…his 
wife and kids. I told his mom don’t worry, I will talk to my son and he will get him a 
place in a rehab clinic. I told my son he must do this, and we must pay for it (interview, 
March 3, 2014)!     
The madrasa was viewed as an important space for providing females strong communal support. 
Students like Nargis and her friends centered feelings of community and responsibility as 
emanating from this schooling model. Furthermore, women and girls felt a sense of pride and 
value in the fact that they were contributing in creating healthier family environments in Warsak 
Place. These perspectives reveal the ways in which Pashtun communities were locally translating 
the girls’ madrasa schooling model to serve their specific experiences, needs and interests. 
Furthermore, they highlight the role girls’ madrasas did play in coping with the realities of life 
under the war on terror.  
The above discussion very carefully situates girls’ madrasas in Warsak Place not as static, 
but dynamic spaces where Pashtun women and girls negotiate the female-specific and diverse 
complexities of rural life in Northwest Pakistan. Subsequently, female madrasa students and their 
education is understood beyond the problematic framing of the war on terror. This creates space 
for these unique perspectives to inform larger debates on girls’ education in conflict. The specific 
needs, interests, and experiences of Pashtun females articulated from within these spaces 
challenge static views about Muslim girls’ and their education derived from international 
development discourses and policies.  
A Portrait of Madrasa Noor 
Madrasa Noor is hidden behind large stone-laid walls that wrap around the perimeter of 
the building. There is no sign indicating that this is a girls’ madrasa. This lack of signage and 
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fortress like appearance is necessary for the privacy and protection of students and teachers. 
Those who needed to know did and all others had no business there. These seemingly small 
gestures convinced families that it was safe to send their daughters to the madrasa. In the wake of 
the Jamia Hafsa incident, there was no longer the reassurance that religious spaces were the 
safest. Families in the village shared with me that the new norm was increased surveillance to 
ensure anti-government and anti-army sentiments were not being spread.     
I had to bend down as I entered through a small square shaped opening that was carved 
into an enormous ironclad blue gate. Just inches in front of me was a large tethered, black 
opaque cloth that hung from above. Its sole purpose was to ensure that the men who frequently 
walked past could not see inside. Yet, the cloth could not hide the sounds of babies crying, 
children laughing, and women talking. These sounds intermingled with the rhythmic 
reverberations of Qur’anic recitation. A symphony of sounds all so very different, but together 
produced a unique melodious tune. As I pushed back the cloth, the visual scene was just as 
colorful as the sounds coming from the madrasa. I saw young girls playing tag in the open 
veranda in front of the classrooms, women breastfeeding their babies in between classes, and 
others hurriedly revising their lessons.  
The classrooms were pushed back into the perimeter of the open, stone-laid veranda 
forming a “U” shape. I was approached by a young fourteen-year-old student wearing an 
emerald green colored long shirt, white loose cotton pants, and a black woolen shawl to cover 
her head. This was the required uniform for students. She greeted me with a handshake and the 
customary Muslim greeting: Assalamu Alaikum, “Peace be with you!” I asked her, “Where is 
Gul? I was told she is the principal, is that right?” The girl nodded with a half-smile and pointed 
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towards one of the classrooms. The half-smile was for my heavily accented Pashto that gave 
away my “outsider” status.   
Gul was an elderly widow that lived near Madrasa Noor. She received her religious 
education from a private university outside of Peshawar. Still, she was enrolled in the highest-
level courses at Madrasa Noor. As I entered, Gul was seated on the floor with her students, 
helping them with their daily lessons. Immediately, she stood up, realizing I was a visitor, and 
asked me who I was. I introduced myself as the daughter of Dr. Aziz-ur-Rahman. In rural 
settings like Warsak Place it is necessary to show your patrilineal roots for the safety of the 
community. Furthermore, this sort of identification establishes trust and eliminates suspicions 
and fears. Suspicions and fears were high because madrasas in the region were being targeted by 
the military and state. A number of terrorist related incidents in the country and abroad were 
linked to madrasas in which a majority of students came from the KP province and FATA areas. 
My mere presence evoked feelings of suspicion, which made it difficult to spend time observing 
and talking with students. Without my familial ties, it would have been difficult to even step foot 
inside Madrasa Noor. Furthermore, gaining Gul’s trust and permission would have been 
impossible.   
Gul’s eyes very cautiously scanned my notebook, pen, and mobile device. I placed both 
very carefully inside of my purse, making sure to zip it shut. “You know I still am not sure why 
you are here. It would be of more benefit to you to join one of the tajweed classes,” Gul very 
sternly replied to my research request. Tajweed classes were geared towards helping students 
perfect their Qur’anic recitation through focusing on pronunciation and the rules of grammar. 
Gul’s feelings revealed that if I became a student my presence would be more justified and less 
of a threat. Additionally, it would be easier for her and other teachers to monitor my activities. I 
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thanked her for her offer but requested more time to think about it. But in the meantime, I was 
interested in how such a large and heavily attended girls’ madrasa was established in Warsak 
Place. I shared with her the positive feedback I received from those living in the village on the 
madrasa’s education. This prompted her to proudly reply, “Yes, it is amazing, come with me!” 
As we walked through the madrasa classrooms, Gul narrated the history of Madrasa Noor.  
Madrasa Noor was established in 2000 and is one of only two girls’ madrasas in the 
district of Peshawar that combines a religious education with secular subjects, such as math, 
science, and Pakistan studies. All other female madrasas in the city focus on religious subjects 
and do not function as full-time schools. The land where the madrasa stands was donated by the 
village nazim.25 This donation was upon the request of several wealthy, land-owning families 
living in Warsak Place. The community realized the important role of female family members in 
spreading religious teachings and knowledge. This sort of education was viewed as having a 
great impact on children and youth. These same families funded the madrasa’s construction. 
Additionally, they contribute to the maintenance of the building and provide student scholarships 
upon Gul’s request.   
In 2014, at the time of data collection, there were 1,700 women and girls enrolled in 
Madrasa Noor. Gul very proudly reported that this number includes students who travel from 
outside of the village to attend. She was sure that even more would attend if it was not for the 
mullah’s strict dress code. He requires all females to wear a shuttle cock burqa when walking to 
the madrasa. The burqa is made from several yards of cloth which makes it expensive for many 
                                                             
25 The Local Government Ordinance (LGO) 2001 removed the urban-rural divide and established local government at 
three levels: Union Council, Tehsil/Taluka Council and District Council levels. The Union was the basic unit and the 
Union Nazims (mayor)and Naib (deputy) Nazims, directly elected by the voters, became members of the District and 
Tehsil Councils, respectively. The LGO did not establish any hierarchical relationship between the local and provincial 
governments, but networked the former with the National Reconstruction Bureau and the President's office  




girls. The burqa costs roughly about 10,000PKR ($100) to stitch just one burqa. For many poorer 
families this is more than a day’s wage. In addition to the burqa and uniform, students pay a one-
time admission fee of 150PKR ($1.50USD) and a monthly fee of 100-130PKR ($1-$1.30), 
according to which course level the student enrolls in. Books are a separate expenditure; 
however, needy students are given free books.   
The construction of an all-girls’ madrasa is particularly interesting in a rural context 
where women’s mobility is highly regulated, and the practice of purdah is strictly observed. 
Preliminary inquiries showed that residents of the village, especially those who might not be able 
to attend the government school due to time and other constraints, could attend madrasa lessons. 
Gul reported that one of the attractions was that females could attend at various times in the day 
and return home, instead of being housed within the madrasa. Families felt more comfortable 
sending their daughters, wives, and sisters to this madrasa, knowing that they would return home 
before dusk. The school hours were fixed so that young mothers, working women, and school-
going children could all attend. Mothers were also allowed to bring their infants and other 
children if need be. Scholarships were awarded to those who could not afford the very minimal 
entrance fee, and local families sponsored the education of many students. The madrasa also 
presented an opportunity for the more impoverished residents of the village to learn basic literacy 
and math. Additionally, Madrasa Noor presented an opportunity for women and girls to socially 
interact daily. This was highlighted by students in a context where social interactions were less 
frequent due to the burden of household chores, domestic labor and the deteriorating security 
situation in the city. Madrasa Noor very rapidly became a popular alternative model of girls’ 
schooling in the village. 
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While the focus here is on girls between the ages of 12-15 years-old, Madrasa Noor 
provides schooling to children as young as 4 years of age and as old as 60. The young girls that 
participated in the study were from poorer Pashtun families living in the village. The majority 
were born and raised in the village. However, several participants moved to the village as 
refugees from Afghanistan with their families escaping the war and Taliban insurgency. There 
were others that moved to the village from the FATA region. The drone war and Pakistani 
military offensives forced them out of their homes and schools and into Warsak Place. Most girls 
worked for wealthier families in Warsak Place alongside their schooling and madrasa education. 
They earned hourly wages as seamstresses or domestic help in houses nearby their own. For 
many, their mothers and elder sisters also worked in such households earning hourly wages. 
Male family members were mentioned less frequently than female, but when mentioned it was 
regarding the challenges of job insecurity, drug addiction, and poverty. In many households, men 
were not present due to their jobs as migrant laborers or because they were in prison. 
Subsequently, many girls lived with extended family in the village. Like all children in Warsak 
Place, madrasa students lived within a joint family system. This was characteristic of life in a 
rural setting where several generations lived under one roof. 
Every morning at 8:30am, the girls would walk from their homes to the government girls’ 
school that shared a wall with Madrasa Noor. They studied in the government girls’ school until 
12pm. Then, they returned home to change out of their uniforms, eat lunch, pray, and rest a bit 
before the late afternoon call for prayer. The late afternoon call for prayer marked the time when 
girls put on their madrasa uniforms and very carefully secured their shuttle cock burqas as they 
began their journey towards Madrasa Noor.  
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Neelum, a young stay-at-home mom from one of the wealthier families in the village, 
gestured towards the young girl washing her dishes: “I don’t know why she goes to the madrasa. 
I guess it’s good, but it has created problems for us because it’s hard to find help. I used to have 
so much help with the cooking and cleaning and now it’s become so difficult” (interview, March 
13, 2014). I had mentioned to Neelum that now I was researching in Madrasa Noor as well. The 
young girl washing dishes face lit up. Neelum’s eyes widened: “Why are you studying them? Go 
to a “good” school, one that will show the “good” in our country. These girls will probably get 
married young and that’s it. They will not do much. They are so poor; their lives will never 
change” (interview, March 13, 2014). These views about Madrasa Noor students and their 
education were repeated by most females of wealthier households in Warsak Place. Yet, 
simultaneously, there were also those men and women who saw the value in this particular 
school setting. Nonetheless, madrasa students were keenly aware of these negative views of their 
childhood and education, alongside the global perceptions discussed above. These local and 
global representations are critical in understanding the “invisibility” of children’s agency in this 
setting and Pashtun girls’ responses to this “silencing.”  
What Does the Subaltern Look Like? Measuring Silences in a Girls’ Madrasa 
The girls sat in a circle with their heads lowered, very attentively following Gul as she 
read from an urdu translation of the Qur’an. A few students quickly glanced towards me and 
hurriedly back down again. Gul was going over the concept of adab, an Arabic word that 
roughly translates as manners and attitude in English. Her voice was stern and loud: “Get out 
your notebooks and copy down what I am saying!” The verses she translated were in reference to 
dealing with the poor, “When one sees a poor person, and they are begging for money, do not be 
harsh with them if you do not have money, but tell them in a nice way.” She stopped abruptly 
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and scolded the girls to quiet down and listen carefully. Rosina, one of the students, looked 
towards me shyly with a half-smile. That evening, as we walked home and discussed the days 
lesson, Rosina shared with me a little bit about growing-up in the village: 
My family and I don’t beg, but we are poor. My mom sent me and my sisters to live in 
this village with my mamoo26. She did kind of have to beg him because he is also poor, 
but he took us because we are girls. My mom told him it was not safe for us there. My 
dad was still in prison for a crime he didn’t commit. You know they do this kind of stuff 
to poor people because they know we can’t fight back (interview, March 6, 2014).  
She paused for a bit and looked around to make sure no one was following or listening. She was 
wearing a shuttle cock burqa, and I a chaddar that was big enough to cover my hair and upper 
and lower body. My eyes and feet were the only visible areas, but even then, I was easily 
identified as an outsider. She came closer and we walked shoulder to shoulder. 
We are a burden on our mamoo, and he is always in a bad mood. But I also feel bad for 
him because in Peshawar there are very little jobs. We are forgotten by the government. 
They have to look a lot and work very hard for us. Having young girls to watch over is 
very hard, there are many things to worry about, it is not safe anymore even in villages 
like this. I’ve never travelled outside of the city, but I hear places like Islamabad are nice 
and safer (interview, March 6, 2014).   
At the time, Rosina was fourteen years old. She was born in 2000 and like her peers she was 
growing-up during the war on terror. The harsh realities of job insecurity, safety, ethnic profiling, 
poverty, violence, and patriarchy were more pronounced as a result of the on-going conflict. 
Rosina’s reflections raise some of the main themes used by madrasa students to talk about their 
                                                             
26 Maternal uncle 
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marginality. Four important themes arise here and in other conversations about growing-up and 
education opportunities in Warsak Place: gender, poverty, ethnic profiling, and religion. These 
themes were critical in understanding how girls navigated the complexities of their marginality 
alongside the needs, struggles, interests, motivations, and responsibilities attached to childhood 
and education in the madrasa setting.  
Gender 
It is harder being a girl in this place than a boy. Boys can have fun longer as children than 
we can. We are made to cover quickly, and we cannot visit the same places we visited 
when we were little, like the wala27, and roam around the village. And it doesn’t matter 
our age, it matters what our bodies look like. If we look older, we are not treated like 
children and are told not to behave like children (focus group, March 1, 2014).   
Lailoma, an outspoken twelve-year-old, shared these sentiments as we sat amongst her friends. 
They all nodded in unison as she scanned their faces looking for a rebuttal. In this scenario, 
discussions on childhood were often met with this kind of response. Childhood was discussed in 
the past tense as most saw themselves forced out of the category of childhood much earlier than 
their male counterparts. Their bodies, rather than age, determined whether they were viewed as 
children or young adults. Lailoma raises the concrete realities attached to moving beyond the 
category of child. She uses her madrasa education to further elucidate views about Pashtun girls 
centered in this setting. 
They are very strict about how we dress and act in the madrasa. But they also tell us that  
we are no longer children and must behave like responsible girls. We will one day be 
wives and mothers…and women are at home with the kids a lot, so they will learn from 
                                                             
27 a Pashto word meaning small stream 
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us. So, if we have good manners and follow Islam properly, our children will also be 
good. We will also have good relations with our husband and in-law’s and respect and 
obey them. Tarbiyyat is very important and that is one of the reasons we are here. It is 
harder to raise girls you see, a lot of responsibilities and burdens (focus group, March 1, 
2014).    
Her words poignantly express views from inside the madrasa of Pashtun girls’ current and future 
responsibilities to their families. Quranic scripture and religious texts reinforced these views.   
“Be righteous and God-fearing women! Obey your parents and do not disrespect them in 
anyway,” Gul and other teachers constantly reminded the girls. Furthermore, the concept of 
tarbiyat was not only raised by Lailoma, but also by teachers and other students. As a concept 
tarbiyat is used as an Islamic pedagogical tool rooted in the traditional texts of the Qur’an and 
Hadith (Hefner & Zaman, 2007). The idea is from a young age to instill in the child Islamic 
values and manners. These values and manners are then to be used to maintain ties of kinship, 
community, and citizenship that are rooted in gratitude, honesty, service, respect for authority, 
and justice (Hefner & Zaman, 2007). While the application of this pedagogical tool is open to 
interpretation, this is a more general definition of tarbiyat in the context of Muslim schooling. 
More importantly, Lailoma views tarbiyat as the main role of a madrasa education. Like others, 
she uses it to highlight the utility of the madrasa in Warsak Place. Additionally, the goal of 
tarbiyat is used to establish the madrasas relevancy and justify its presence.  
Poverty 
When you are poor you have less choices. You cannot pick your school and you cannot  
 change any of the problems you see. The people that are rich should help us and give us  
the same chances that their children get. We are always told that we are lucky to be  
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here and made to feel that it is not our right to be here. Nobody talks like that, about  
rights, but they tell us here in the madrasa that you are from the lucky ones…but I do 
not know if I am lucky…am I? (interview, March 12, 2014) 
Sitting in the open veranda, 13-year-old Marjana shared these views with me as she waited for 
the next class to commence. She studied the embroidery on my shawl, running her fingers over 
the soft colorful threads waiting for some sort of response. However, I realized she was not really 
looking for an answer. Marjana’s reflections very articulately highlights poverty as shaping 
views of madrasa students and the reality that schooling options are very limited for 
impoverished children. Furthermore, she questions views of her educational opportunities as 
more fortunate than others. After a brief pause, she continues to question whether in fact she is 
privileged: 
When the heavy rains came a few years back, a whole room fell. You know, because our 
house is made of mud, not like other houses. Me and my mother started crying, we 
thought we would have no home and where would we go…we were lucky we had family 
nearby that let us stay. And Allah took care of us. You know Gul says that Allah tests the 
people that He loves the most. He loves us a lot, but sometimes I wish that He would stop 
(interview, March 12, 2014). 
Alongside the great hardship’s students like Marjana encountered, they were expected to remain 
grateful and steadfast. Yet, for Pashtun girls living in hardship these words and expectations 
were met with questions and frustrations. They were keenly aware that a madrasa education 
remained most accessible to them. Girls like Marjana were well aware of the limited education 
they were receiving. This was articulated most often. Pashtun girls in Madrasa Noor expressed 
feeling these limitations most when they encountered ‘other’ girls in the village that had access 
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to “better” schooling scenarios. Laila shared this awareness by taking her own life as an 
example. She attended the madrasa, but afterwards she proceeded to a nearby family’s home to 
iron clothes in order to help her family financially. Looking shyly towards the ground, pushing 
her pinky finger through a small hole in her black shawl, she whispered, 
They are a nice family. Even sometimes they give me clothes and take me to the doctor 
when I am sick. But I see their children, especially the girls with such nice clothes, the 
candies, the juices, and toys. They have some little computers from which they can  
watch cartoons. Her eyes lit up and she briefly glanced up at me  
Clearing her throat, she continued: 
I am grateful for what I have, but when you ask me about childhood, their lives and how  
they live seems more like a childhood. I try not to watch and want what they have, but it  
is hard not to. In the madrasa, we are all the same, so that is good. Our childhood  
experiences are similar. We help each other get through difficult times because they can 
never understand our problems even if we tell them (interview, March 13, 2014).  
Within the context of poverty, childhood seemed to appear and re-appear throughout various 
conversations. At times, it was articulated as inaccessible and a distant experience. Other times, 
Pashtun girls’ made references to their childhoods as distinctly unique from those they 
encountered throughout the village.   
Pashtun identity 
People look down on Pukhtana. One of the men in our family went to Saudi Arabia for 
work, and he said they think we are all Taliban and terrorists. Look at the drones and also 
all the suicide bombings in our province. Our blood is cheap, and the government does 
not care. Our schools are also not good, they have better schools in Islamabad, Lahore 
175 
 
and Karachi. I hear these places are very nice and safe. I wish I could visit one day and 
see myself (interview, March 6, 2014).  
The realities of life for Pashtun families and their children growing-up during the war on terror is 
vividly captured in this excerpt from an interview with Rosina. She forcefully expresses views of 
Pashtuns that put great pressures on local childhoods. Rosina and her classmates shared that they 
encountered these views within their own households. Particularly male family members, who 
faced constant discrimination in their job environments. Furthermore, television reports and 
newspapers were also sources of these negative views and the reality that living in the district of 
Peshawar made them more susceptible to violence. Most important is how these views shaped 
perceptions they had of themselves and their education. They viewed themselves at a 
disadvantage in relation to children living in other provinces. Furthermore, madrasa students felt 
that their education was negatively impacted because of these disadvantages and the difficulties 
their families encountered as a result of violent conflict.  
Pashtun girls feel an increased amount of fear as they attend school in a region where 
school children and schools are increasingly being targeted in the war on terror. Girls understood 
this precariousness around their schooling experiences as a direct consequence of being Pashtun. 
This is reinforced by Rosina’s comment “our blood is cheap” that was repeated on numerous 
occasions. The state of schools and education in the district is viewed as a direct result of 
Pashtun marginality. The national government is understood as demonstrating a lack of care or 
concern for Pashtun children and their education. This reality revealed strong sentiments of 
wanting to “see” and “experience” different cities outside of the province. All of students, 
teachers, and staff in Madrasa Noor raised this desire to travel and experience a world that they 
perceived as less violent. The desire to “see” was also articulated as a means to verify the 
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“better” and more accessible opportunities, in regard to schooling and education that they heard 
about in other parts of the country.     
Religion  
Within the madrasa scenario, the most important theme expressed in understanding 
childhood was religious identity. The focus on fostering a strong Muslim identity was built into 
the curriculum and pedagogy of the school. Childhood was to be modeled after Islamic ideals 
and values, with an emphasis on motivating young girls to navigate the challenges that gender 
discrimination, poverty, and Pashtun suffering presented. Madrasas students raised the reality 
that rather than alleviating the pressures of patriarchy, poverty, and ethnic profiling, religion was 
used to silence voices that were raising these challenges. Instead, madrasa lessons revolved 
around a greater attention to student’s individual growth and development.   
The idea of tarbiyat is raised here again, but in a way that shifts the burden of 
responsibility onto the shoulders of madrasa students. Girls struggled greatly in understanding 
the relevancy of these religious teachings in relation to their own experiences of childhood. Their 
questions and frustrations with religious lessons that negated their real-life experiences 
challenged these attempts in silencing their fears, worries, and frustrations. Marjana articulated 
this fatigue and frustration when she remarked: “You know Gul says that Allah tests the people 
that He loves the most. He loves us a lot, but sometimes I wish that it would stop.” This is not to 
say that they devalued these teachings or ideas, but rather they questioned whether these 
teachings could transform their daily life experiences and serve as a source of motivation. 
Another example is when Laila articulates her desire to have and possess what other children in 
the village have. Yet, she quickly follows with “I am grateful for what I have.” These slight 
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slippages reveal how children experience the pressures placed on their childhoods by religious 
teachings that obscure or even eliminate their marginality.      
In understanding these views of childhood expressed by girls in Madrasa Noor around the 
four themes of gender, poverty, ethnic tensions, and religion rooted in the girls’ madrasa, we get 
a glimpse of what the subaltern, in this case the Pashtun girl, looks like from within this unique 
school setting. This construction of subalternaity reveals the nuance and complexity of childhood 
expressed within Madrasa Noor. This nuance and complexity are not reflected in the logic and 
discourse of the war on terror which shapes views about madrasa students and their education 
rooted in concepts of radicalization and Islamist militancy.         
Realization of Pashtun Girls’ Agency through a Madrasa Education? 
The above exploration of Pashtun childhood within the madrasa raises the construction of 
young girls’ silence or marginality expressed through how they were viewed by madrasa 
teachers, staff, and wealthier families in the village. Thus, perspectives on their education were 
not understood through concepts like the realization of agency, the restoration of agency, or the 
raising of “voice”. Instead, concepts of “voice” and empowerment became frustrating and 
created barriers to researching the role of education in their lives.  Frequently, the conversation 
turned towards the feelings of resentment, anger, and marginalization felt in the articulation of 
the role of education in contributing to an improvement in their material well-being. Questions 
and discussions centered around education triggered stories of the risks, hardships, and sacrifices 
that came with attending the madrasa. An exchange between Marjana and Lala Rukh raised these 
feelings most poignantly: 
We come here every day, but it is not easy. Our families remind us that it is one less body 
working and bringing home money that they need. And some of us go to work as soon as 
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we get home, we cannot rest like other children. If we complain they will tell us to stop 
going to school. Others do not understand the sacrifices we have to make to get an 
education that is not even the best (focus group, March 10, 2014).  
Lala Rukh chimed in: 
But look at Tabassum. She is now sitting for the college entrance exam in the government 
school. She is a madrasa student but hopes to get a formal degree so that she can become 
a teacher in the village school. She will have a respectable job and make more money 
than she would cleaning houses (focus group, March 10, 2014).  
Marjana smugly replied, 
But she will never be on the official payroll because she can never be a government 
employee with this kind of education. She will teach, but she will get less money than the 
other teachers and she will be made to sweep the floors and do whatever they say (focus 
group, March 10, 2014).      
This exchange places emphasis on the challenges and disadvantages of a madrasa education. It is 
important to highlight these perspectives alongside perspectives that raise the value and hopes 
attached to the madrasa. This shows the diverse and complex views of a madrasa education in 
Warsak Place. Furthermore, voices like Marjana’s express educational opportunities as 
extremely limited for girls like her who face the realities of poverty and schooling in conflict. 
The madrasa was not the best option, but the only viable option for girls like her. She challenges 
the madrasa’s views of girls as lucky to have access to such opportunities. Instead, she highlights 





Pashtun Girls’ Agency During the War on Terror 
Understanding questions of Pashtun girls’ agency in Madrasa Noor required shifting 
focus towards the construction of agency by those structures of power that students raised as 
exerting the most pressure upon their childhoods. This was how Pashtun girls’ most comfortably 
and articulately discussed children’s agency in this context. The construction of madrasa 
students’ agency is understood from three different vantage points: the global, the national, and 
the local (village). Girls’ responded to and challenged some of these representations of their 
agency by centering their marginality and lived experiences of growing-up during the war on 
terror. Thus, Pashtun girls’ agency in this school setting is understood by highlighting how girls 
perceived global, national, and local views of their agency expressed from these different 
vantage points. Before looking at Pashtun girls’ perspectives and how they engage with these 
views of their agency, it is important to discuss how madrasa girls’ agency is articulated from 
these three different vantage points.     
Global Perspective  
From a global vantage point and more so following the Red Mosque attack, madrasa 
student’s agency is constructed as problematic. Images of baton wielding women and girls 
covered in black burqas littered the headlines of well-known western media outlets like the New 
York Times, the Guardian, BBC, and Reuters (Haider, 2007; Masood, 2007; Walsh, 2007). This 
visibility and the strong resistance displayed by Muslim girls was understood as a manipulation 
of female agency and the radicalization of young girls that “needed saving.” Their madrasa 
schooling was key in understanding the building of a negative sort of agency and voice that had 
deleterious consequences. Thus, the urgent need for building and realizing agency in the madrasa 
school setting is strong.  
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Development “experts”, scholars, and practitioners (Lombardi, et al., 2014) are calling 
for individuals and communities to resist this type of manipulation and oppression. This raises 
the need for the type of agency that is constructed through a Malala-inspired model for children’s 
participation. Although, this model presents monolithic views of Pashtun girls and overly 
simplistic and romanticized representations of agency it is celebrated as a solution in settings like 
the madrasa where the victim versus agent dichotomy is strong. The result is that Pashtun girls’ 
voices and experiences, like Marjana’s and Rosina’s, are further silenced and marginalized 
because they do not reflect the same sort of agency raised via Malala’s story. Students from 
Madrasa Noor clearly articulated that they do not speak on their own and similarly views of their 
childhoods were constructed by powerful institutions like the family, the madrasa, and the state.       
National Perspective 
National perspectives construct female madrasa student’s agency using the frameworks 
of the Pashtun girl as victim and the Pashtun male as the aggressor. Views of the madrasa student 
as the Pashtun girl victim requires the building of agency in order to fight militancy. Pashtun 
girls are understood as key in local resistance efforts alongside their empowerment as critical 
steps in fighting militancy (Agha, 2017; Aware Girls, 2012). Girls’ agency from this perspective 
is entangled in views of the Pashtun male as the aggressor. National discourses reinforce these 
views by raising the increased susceptibility of Pashtun males to radicalization (National Counter 
Terrorism Authority, 2013; Peace direct, 2016; Zahid, 2016). The ethnic profiling of Pashtuns in 
major cities like Karachi, Lahore, and Islamabad (Jan & Alexander, 2017) further reinforces this 
dichotomous relationship, and places the responsibility of tackling these challenges on Pashtun 
communities that are perceived as having embraced a militant mindset. Pashtun cultural norms 
and values are used as evidence for the increased susceptibility to radicalization and violence 
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(Boggs, 2012). From this perspective, Pashtun girls’ victimhood is further entrenched within 
local communities that are understood as creating great hurdles in the realization of girls’ 
agency.    
Village Perspective 
From within Warsak Place, the construction of madrasa student’s agency is understood 
from two distinct perspectives. The first perspective was articulated by women from middle and 
upper-class families that often-employed madrasa students as domestic workers. These women’s 
views of young girls’ inability to move beyond poverty rendered their agency invisible and 
impossible. Furthermore, a madrasa education was viewed as incapable of improving their lives 
in any way. Madrasa students were viewed as a part of a never-ending cycle of hopelessness. 
Instead, their labor was viewed as more useful and rewarding. Their meagre incomes were said 
to help alleviate some of their family’s hardships. A large part of these views of madrasa 
students stemmed from the grievances felt by these wealthier households. As the madrasa 
became more popular, many girls were less frequently working or leaving their jobs in these 
households. Middle class and wealthy families were left with a smaller pool of workers, thus 
raising the demand and prices for domestic help in the village. The anger and frustration around 
this issue was articulated to me through the question of: “Why even visit that school and talk 
with those kids?”  
The second perspective was articulated by families in the village that had daughters, 
wives, sisters, or cousins that attended the madrasa. Madrasa students’ agency understood from 
this perspective was viewed as an organic product of an Islamic education rooted in 
responsibility and relationships. In particular, male family members raised the importance of 
raising “good” mothers, daughters, and wives as critical to the survival of the community. Their 
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agency is understood as built via Quranic scripture and hadith literature that focuses on instilling 
strong Islamic morals and values. Pashtun girls were now directly engaging with and learning 
from these texts. This raised their status within their households and communities. Furthermore, 
the power to share this knowledge was viewed as the most valuable asset an individual can 
possess. Subsequently, this kind of agency was understood as providing individuals with the 
ability to better cope with the difficult realities they encountered on a daily basis as a result of 
living in a region of conflict.  
This overview of global, national, and local constructions of madrasa student’s agency 
reveals how girls’ agency was constructed in this school setting. Pashtun girls were expected to 
respond to the challenges of growing-up during the war on terror by challenging and resisting the 
local circumstances that make life difficult. Yet, while it is important to understand these diverse 
constructions of Pashtun girls’ agency, more important is recognizing the ways in which Pashtun 
girls’ re-constructed, reinforced, and redefined these narratives about their agency.      
Pashtun Girls’ Perspectives  
On a cool crisp Wednesday afternoon, some of the madrasa students sat in the veranda 
sharing a bag of spicy potato chips. I asked them about some of the positive effects of receiving a 
madrasa education, when suddenly, our voices were drowned out by military aircraft flying 
overhead. I was startled and lost my train of thought. I struggled to return to our conversation. 
The girls studied my uneasiness, but themselves remained undisturbed. Lala rukh, sitting next to 
me, reassuringly remarked: “Do not worry Miss, this is the army flying over us, going into the 
FATA areas. They are fighting the Taliban. You are safe”. Marjana added mockingly:  
These are your people, searching for terrorists. They want us to drop bombs and drones. 
It is sad because so many innocent people die, and we suffer here too. The Taliban take 
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revenge and start suicide bombings in our city. We are scared for our brothers, fathers, 
and uncles. But the village is safe, the Taliban won’t come here that is what the men in 
my family say [she laughs sneeringly].   
I asked Marjana what she meant by my people and she retorted: 
Amreeka, of course! You came from there and you told us about how nice it is. 
We also hear how nice it is. So, then why do they make trouble in our country? Why 
can’t they leave us alone? Why does Obama keep dropping drones? They have made 
heavens for themselves and we are living in hells (focus group, March 22, 2014).  
They all looked at me, waiting for an answer. No one objected to Marjana’s statement. They 
were more interested in my response. This sort of sentiment came up quite often in my 
encounters with children and families. Their stares filled the silence, and I cautiously replied: “I 
am not happy about what is going on here, and not all Americans want this. Sometimes 
governments do things that their citizens do not support.” Lala Rukh interrupted,  
Miss…you are right! We also have the same problem with our government and army. 
They attacked the Lal Masjid28 in Islamabad. They did not care that there were young 
people and women. I heard from my family that a lot of people died, but they are 
covering it up. They do not want us to know, but people are already mad, especially the 
Taliban. Before the attack we thought madrasas were safe, but they are not. I have heard 
the government and army sends spies to different madrasas to check on what is going on 
inside. At first, we thought you may have been a spy [cracking a half smile]. 
The group erupted in laughter…” but some of the girls know your family in the village. They are 
good people, religious people and help out a lot too.” They shared different stories about 
individuals they knew that were taken in for questioning, and the need to be cautious about their 
                                                             
28All Pakistani’s refer to the Red Mosque Attack as the Lal Masjid Attack 
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speech, actions, and expressing their true feelings. These conversations revealed the fears and 
frustrations that madrasa students harbor in a region where schools are no longer safe. There 
were many more conversations, however, that cannot be shared because of fears of raising 
vulnerabilities and risks in Pashtun communities already facing great challenges.  
Pashtun girls, their families and communities are eager to come to some sort of 
resolution. However, resolutions that involve Pashtun girls’ agency must reflect an 
understanding of how they are situated and how they navigate the precarity of childhood and 
schooling during the war on terror. In Madrasa Noor, there were no words of hope and 
encouragement, only mistrust, fears of safety, and resentment towards global and local powers 
whom they understood as more capable of resolving this conflict and helping to alleviate the 
further suffocating effects of patriarchy, poverty, and ethnic discrimination. Responsibilities for 
them were tied to carefully and cautiously negotiating and surviving as young girls growing-up 
during the war on terror.   
Unlike Malala, madrasa students’ voices do not give hope and reassurance to the United 
States and the ‘West’. They will never be poster children for girls’ education because they raise 
the hypocrisy of supporting girls’ education in Pakistan, and at the same time not only allowing, 
but supporting the new geopolitics of the war on terror that dehumanizes, dehistoricizes, and 
further marginalizes the same communities that are the intended beneficiaries of education 
initiatives and policies. The role of education initiatives and policies should be to help Pashtun 
girls tackle the very concrete educational challenges and risks they raise, but in ways that reflect 
their diverse situations, needs, and struggles.  
To conclude, the relationship between geopolitics and girls’ education is constructing 
Pashtun girls’ agency in a way that positions them to engage in debates on Islamist militancy and 
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counter terrorism strategies by highlighting schooling as a weapon in the war on terror. This 
grossly miscalculated and uninformed approach to engaging Pashtun girls’ in debates on their 
education has led to the further targeting of all ready vulnerable populations by violent militants 
like the Pakistani Taliban. Malala’s tragedy is the most glaring example of this approach. 
Furthermore, in the midst of these debates Pashtun children’s perspectives remain buried under 
celebrations in the Global North of stories like Malala’s. Yet, if “we” listen, Pashtun children are 
constructing alternative readings of these narratives and experiences of schooling in conflict that 
reveal their own struggles of growing-up and schooling during the war on terror. In Madrasa 
Noor, Pashtun girls began to construct one of those alternative readings.  
Malala’s story surfaced as we discussed the effects of conflict in the region on Pashtun 
children. I then shared Malala’s story with them. They all knew of her and her tragedy, but few 
knew the details of Malala’s story. I will not repeat the narration of her story here, but rather 
focus on their expressions and responses to my telling of Malala’s narrative alongside my own 
reactions. Like most children when listening to a captivating story, their eyes were wide open, 
and it was pin drop silent. What child does not love a story? This field note was composed based 
upon the thoughts and sentiments that arose after concluding my narration. This note not only 
reflects their voices, but also my own voice in processing what I heard, saw, and felt that day.  
I examined their faces waiting for some sort of verbal response, but only silence filled the 
room. I broke the silence: “Malala says that one book, one pen, and one teacher can 
change the world. She also says that you can use your voices to speak out.” Rosina 
interrupted: “But won’t we be hurt?  Will they come after us?” The looks of 
bewilderment in the room left me with a loss for words. I think to myself surely, they 
will, but shouldn’t they speak…is there no one else to speak for them? Where is the 
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army? Where are the politicians? Where are the mullahs, scholars, and religious figures? 
They are silent out of fear and hiding. Some are surrounded by security, protected by 
bullet proof vests, and some have left the country! But these young girls assembled in 
front of me, Pashtun schoolgirls, must speak unprotected because the world may then 
listen. They have to, they listened to Malala, right? But my, what a price she had to pay, 
and still pays, as her eyes long to see the beautiful Swat Valley. A valley with pain, 
sorrow, and the stains of a bloody battle, but also a Swat of courage, bravery, resilience, 
and pride. I think back to when she was asked to speak up and raise her voice. Perhaps 
she had the same look of concern and bewilderment that these young girls have. Did she 
too ask: “Will they come after me?” Was she scared? Was her family scared? We know 
that they were, but they were promised protection, safety, and filled with hopes of a better 
future. And with the same desperation many Pashtun families feel, these promises raised 
their hopes of a peaceful Swat and an education that would allow their children to soar. 
Like a child with an eagerness to fly higher, Malala was the best student. Her voice 
became the loudest and strongest in all of Swat. But her safety was an illusion. The 
promises of education, empowerment, agency, and voice could not protect her from 
bullets. Lala Rukh told me: “We arranged a reading of the entire Qur’an and prayed she 
would live. She is our sister, we want good for her. But when we heard her story we 
knew this would happen. Why would she challenge the Taliban?” They were baffled by 
her willingness to take such a risk. “And why do they want more Malalas? Who will it 
help?” I said, “You!” They all shook their heads in unison and Marjana replied, “No! Not 
us…what will help us is if the drones stop, if the war stops, the bombings, our fathers and 
brothers get jobs, no drugs, safe schools, food on the table. When will they see us? The 
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ones who are living here? We have many stories, but we cannot follow Malala’s way…I 
do not want to leave my home, my family. Please do not write down my name, do not 






















CHAPTER 8: VOICES FROM A GIRLS’ MIDDLE SCHOOL AND A 
“PERFORMANCE” OF PASTUN GIRLS’ AGENCY 
 
The government girls’ middle school in Warsak Place provides a secular education for 
young Pashtun girls with limited schooling options. Unlike Madrasa Noor, this schooling option 
is promoted by global initiatives like the EFA and Malala Fund. Hence, questions of Pashtun 
girls’ agency are more deeply embedded in international development discourses and policies 
that shape views of Muslim girls’ and their education. This was highlighted by the ways in which 
middle school students raised views of education as a solution for the unique challenges and 
dilemmas of growing up in a rural context. However, what is unique about this expression is its 
performance in a series of skits that allowed young girls to dream and envision an education that 
existed beyond the confines of their own school. Thus, this “performance” of agency created a 
space for middle school girls to contribute to narratives on the intended role of education while 
experiencing vulnerable and marginalized childhoods. This provides an opportunity to examine 
local translations of global discourses and policies on girls’ education from the unique 
perspectives of Pashtun girls. Furthermore, this “performance” of agency was not romanticized, 
but measured against the lived realities of growing up in poverty and during the war on terror. 
How did the disconnect between the global and local shape Pashtun girls’ views about 
themselves and their education? What are the questions of agency that arose as a result?  
 Before introducing the middle school scenario, the chapter begins by contextualizing 
voices from the girls’ middle school within larger debates from international development on 
girls’ schooling in Pakistan. In these debates, the focus is on schooling as an important indicator 
in measuring the progress of nations and citizens in achieving the EFA goals. By contextualizing 
Pashtun girls’ voices in this way, the disconnect between global policies and discourses and local 
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experiences of schooling in conflict is further highlighted. Furthermore, the troublesome 
relationship between geopolitics and girls’ education is further problematized.         
The ‘Crisis’ of Girls’ Schooling in Pakistan 
Pakistan is home to 3.8 million out-of-school girls and those in school are more likely to 
drop-out compared to boys (Malik, Amin, Ahmad, Mukhar, Salim, & Kakli, 2015, p.34). The 
bleak picture of girls’ schooling in Pakistan prompted the Pakistani government to take measures 
in accelerating the nation’s progress towards EFA. More recently, with the technical support of 
UNESCO, free and compulsory education for children between the ages of 5 and 16 was made a 
constitutional right (Malik, et al., 2015). In addition, the government committed to increasing 
education spending from 2% to 4% of the GDP alongside the development of a national plan of 
action to define targeted initiatives (p.7). The national plan of action emphasized changing 
attitudes, training female teachers, and making schools accessible and safe, especially in remote 
and rural areas.  
Families want to send girls to school but they want safe, quality education for their girls. 
Schools need to be located closer to families and sharper policies need to be put in place 
to reach the unreached. The commitment of families and local leaders, including religious 
leaders, is essential to convince everyone that education is the best investment for the 
future (Malik, et al., 2015, p.35).   
This excerpt from Pakistan’s Education for All Review Report (2015) summarizes the issues and 
challenges of schooling that young girls’ face. This focus on schooling is a hallmark of the EFA. 
It continues to drive policy formation in the context of girls’ education in Pakistan. Additionally, 
shortage of schools, especially for girls and also in remote areas; shortage/absenteeism of 
teachers; lack of qualified and trained teachers; missing facilities such as water, toilets and 
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boundary walls; weak supervision are all identified as major impediments for girls’ schooling in 
the region (Malik, et al., 2015). The out-of-school factors that are highlighted are conservative 
and tribal culture; insecurity and lawlessness; and poverty, compelling a large number of boys to 
work rather than attend school.    
UNESCO and its partners focus on the role of schools in fostering healthy and productive 
childhoods which benefit the individual child, her community, and the nation. Thus, school 
reforms are a major focus of development efforts. In February 2014, UNESCO’s Director 
General, Irina Bokova, and Pakistan’s Minister of State for Education, Training and Standards in 
Higher Education, Muhammad Baleegh-ur-Rehman, signed the Malala Funds-in-Trust agreement 
(Malik, et al., 2015). The agreement came about following a high-level advocacy event co-hosted 
by UNESCO and the Government of Pakistan in December 2012. This was when the Malala 
Fund for Girls’ Right to Education was announced. The $7 million funds-in-trust marked the 
launch of an operational phase (Malik, et al., 2015). The agreement further highlighted the need 
for school reforms. The issues that were raised were support of better access, improved quality, 
and safe learning environments for girls in the hard-to-reach areas of Pakistan (Malik, et al., 
2015).   
In the past 7-8 years, a rise in school attacks became a main factor in the slow progress in 
education indicators. In the KP province, almost 10,000 schools were blown up by militants 
(Global Coalition to Protect Education from Attack, 2012) and in FATA severe conflict has 
disrupted schooling and created a large number of Internally Displaced Persons (IDP). 
Additionally, recent data shows the province of KP as having the greatest regional disparities in 




Girls’ Schooling Amidst a Rise in School Attacks 
Pakistan is one of the most badly affected countries in the world in terms of attacks on 
schools (Human Rights Watch, 2017, p.27). Tragedies like Malala’s and recent policy reports 
like the Human Rights Watch (HRW) (2017) Dreams Turned into Nightmares: Attacks on 
Students, Teachers, and Schools in Pakistan highlight the disproportionate impact that school 
attacks have had on girls’ education.  Educational challenges and risks are multiplied in a 
country where women and girls continue to face great hurdles in accessing and availing the 
promises made via the EFA. The HRW Report further elucidates this point by raising the 
published data of global, national, and Pakistan-based NGO reports. To begin, the World 
Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Report (2016) ranks Pakistan as 143 out of 144 countries 
in the gender inequality index (p. 34). Second, Pakistani government figures show that in 2014, 
only 47% of women in Pakistan were literate versus 70% of men (p.34). Lastly, Alif Ailaan, a 
local Pakistani NGO, found that at least 53% of girls are out of school compared to 43% of boys 
(p.34). These global and local statistics are premised by a brief discussion on why women and 
girls continue to experience on-going setbacks that go beyond simply school attacks. 
Discriminatory policies and conservative cultural and social practices are said to contribute to 
impeding equal access to education for women and girls. In particular, greater social restrictions 
on girls’ movements is understood as one of the primary rationales. Fears of safety and concerns 
about sexual harassment and violence account for some of the gender comparisons. Amidst these 
challenges, attacks on schools are understood as further exacerbating these issues and adding 
new challenges. 
 While understanding the rise of this alarming trend is not so simple, the HRW report 
raises Islamist violence as the main impetus behind the targeting of schools. The rationale behind 
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this new tactic in the war on terror is understood as more complex. First, government schools 
provide a secular education. The “problem” of a “too secular” or “western” curriculum is raised 
as problematic for Islamist militants like the Taliban. Second, the education of girls is said to be 
unnecessary and even threatening to the Taliban. Third, schools are viewed as symbols of the 
Pakistani state, and therefore become a soft target in the conflict. Last, schools are increasingly 
being used by the army as military bases in areas where there is a strong Taliban presence. This 
has increasingly made them targets for the Taliban and terrorists’ offshoots in the region. As a 
result, when army personnel occupy these spaces children are not able to attend school. Yet, 
missing from this discussion is the centering of education by the U.S. and their allies as a key 
battleground in the war on terror (see Ch. 3). The centering of educational debates as a part of a 
larger U.S. foreign policy agenda has resulted in dangerous consequences for anyone involved in 
the education sector (Novelli, 2010). The Taliban targeting of educational institutions is also 
related to this troubling phenomenon that receives very little attention from the international 
development community. However, the North’s responsibility in generating conflict in the South 
will continue to raise mistrust and resentment around international development initiatives and 
policies to the detriment of local communities, NGOs and humanitarian organizations working 
on the ground.        
 While the numbers and reports seem to raise the disproportionate effect on women and 
girls, it is important to understand how this translates within the KP province in particular. 
Schools, teachers, staff and students in KP are at greater risk because of the province’s proximity 
to the FATA region. The FATA region is where the Pakistan army continues to engage in 
combat with the Taliban. The tactic used by the Taliban has been to target unoccupied girls’ 
schools in the province, in order to disrupt the education process and instill fear in the local 
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community and send a message to global powers like the U.S. who measure the success of the 
war on terror using educational progress. This assertion of power and authority very clearly 
dictates how girls must dress, what they can learn, what they can say, and how they cannot speak 
ill of the Taliban if they want to go to school. As a result, many families refuse to send their 
daughters to school (HRW, 2017, p. 41).  
 The HRW (2017) report specifically highlights the dismal effects of the 2009 Taliban 
insurgency in the Swat Valley that resulted in the destruction of hundreds of girls’ schools, an 
edict banning girls’ education in the district, and the Taliban-led attack on Malala (p.4). The 
Swat Valley continues to suffer from the great setbacks incurred during this tumultuous period. 
Families live in fear of Taliban retribution if they speak out against such injustices. It is clear that 
these attacks adversely impact the right to education in very concrete ways. The report shares 
data gathered through interviews from school administrators, teachers, and families still living in 
Swat. School administrators and staff reported a decrease in attendance among students, 
teachers, and staff. It was reported that children who continued to attend displayed feelings of 
demotivation, distraction, and deep trauma. Furthermore, there has been a drop-in staff 
recruitment and declining enrollment of female students in particular.  
Malala’s tragedy and the larger happenings around girls’ education in the Swat Valley 
sent waves of fear throughout the KP province. However, very little is understood from both 
cases and international development discourses and policies in regard to how schools, teachers, 
students, families, and whole communities are dealing with these new challenges. Rather, what 
remains the focus are education initiatives that are concentrated on, and built around, schools. 
Peace and reconciliation efforts are raised by the uncritical lauding of the peace-affirming impact 
of education in conflict (van Ommering, 2011). This unrealistic picture of peace and unity is 
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challenged by the diverse experiences of Pashtun children going to school in conflict. These 
perspectives are critical in grounding educational interventions in ways that highlight the diverse 
situations, needs, and struggles of young people living in conflict (Hart; van Ommering, 2011). 
This requires more local, context specific child-centered research on schooling in conflict that 
goes beyond the classroom in understanding students’ perspectives. The assumption that formal 
education plays a particular or significant role in children’s lives makes it difficult to engage 
with children (Hart, 2011). Experiences of schooling in conflict are not uniform and isolated, but 
rather rooted in the social realities in which students live. Furthermore, children are actively 
contributing to these social realities by constructing, reinforcing, and redefining narratives and 
experiences of schooling in conflict (van Ommering, 2011).     
 Pashtun girls’ voices and experiences from the government middle school are raised in 
this way to inform discussions on children’s agency from the perspective of schooling in 
conflict. The objective in raising these students’ perspectives is to push beyond romantic notions 
of “one book, one pen, one teacher, and one child can change the world”. Understanding the 
effects of schooling in conflict on girls’ education requires centering Pashtun children in this 
analysis rather than the school. Hence, in this chapter the image of the school as a pristine, 
unaffected fortress dissipates and “we” are forced to consider the voices that have been muted by 
the same discourses and policies that claim to be raising Muslim girls’ agency and fighting for 
girls’ education.  
Background Government Girls’ Middle School 
Established in 1999, the government girls’ middle school provides a secular education 
that follows a federally mandated curriculum used by all government schools in the KP province. 
The school appeals most to impoverished families in the village with limited schooling options. 
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In fact, most upper and middle-class families in Warsak Place did not even know about the 
school. An older male villager, whose home was a 3-minute walk from the school, was shocked 
when he found out about the school and that girls were actually attending. Some of the student’s 
families indicated this unawareness was due to how suddenly and unexpectedly the school was 
constructed. Subsequently, in the beginning attendance was low. It was several years later when    
many families were comfortable enough to enroll their daughters.  
For the 2013-14 school year, the total number of students enrolled in the girls’ middle 
school (grades 6-8) was 135. All students were required to dress in uniform, which consisted of a 
blue kamees (long shirt) and white partoog (trousers), with a black shawl used to cover the head 
and upper body. Shoes had to be black and closed toed. Students were not allowed to wear any 
sort of jewelry; however, it was not uncommon to find girls wearing glass bracelets and earrings.  
Girls shared that they were able to convince their families to send them to the middle school 
because it was a more accessible and “safer” alternative. Their families were scared and 
unwilling to send them outside of the village due to the security situation and conservative 
cultural values. Additionally, it presented a more viable option for poorer families that relied on 
daughters, granddaughters, and nieces to contribute physically and economically to the 
maintenance of the household. National and global data (Guyatt, 2018) on girls’ education show 
the steep decrease in enrollment after primary education for impoverished families living in rural 
contexts like Warsak Place. I found the same sort of decrease in the village context as well. For 
the 2013-2014 school year, the primary school, which enrolled students from Kindergarten to 
fifth grade, had 599 enrolled girls in comparison to 135 enrolled at the middle school. In 
addition, the decrease in student numbers as the class levels increased further reinforces this 
point. At the time of the study, 64 students were attending grade 6, 40 students in Grade 7, and 
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31 students in Grade 8. Beyond the basics of reading and writing, further schooling is viewed as 
unnecessary. Girls are viewed as ready for marriage and to take on familial responsibilities in the 
household.  
Families were required to pay an admission fee at the beginning of the new school term. 
The fee was between 150-350PKR ($1.50-$3.50) for the whole year, depending on grade level. 
Books were provided by the government free of cost, but students were required to purchase 
uniforms, notebooks, pens, pencils, and backpacks. Some girls qualified for scholarships that 
covered the costs of uniforms and supplies, but many complained that the principal and teachers 
gave them old uniforms instead of buying new ones. Students with perfect attendance for six 
consecutive months received 1200 PKR (equivalent to $12USD) from the government as an 
incentive for families to consistently send girls to school. 
Students were in school 6 days a week and Sundays were a holiday. The school day ran 
from 8:30am to 1:30pm, with half days on Fridays to accommodate for Friday prayers. The day 
was divided into eight periods with one break in the afternoon. Eight different subjects were 
taught in these periods: Math, English, Urdu, Science, Arabic, Social Studies, Home Economics, 
and Islamic Studies. These class periods were divided up between the principal and five teachers 
in the school. Some teachers taught more than one period while others taught fewer classes. 
Teacher absenteeism was an issue, but students were accustomed to it. There were three teachers 
out of the five that were more consistently present, thus they picked up the burden of additional 
classes.  
Student Profile  
Students that attended the village middle school were between the ages of eleven and 
sixteen. The voices and perspectives shared here focus on students from class 7 and 8, and while 
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most said they were between the ages of fourteen and sixteen, some were unsure of their exact 
age. Most of these girls were often the first or second in their families to go beyond primary 
schooling. Also, some attended Madrasa Noor in the late afternoon, but not all. The majority of 
girls grew up in Warsak place and walked to school every morning. However, in 2001, some 
families had moved from Afghanistan and the FATA regions as a result of the war, but still they 
were all Pashtun.  
Families who sent their daughters to the middle school struggled to make ends meet. 
Most adult male family members struggled to find work in Peshawar. As a result, women and 
girls’ in the family had to find different ways of contributing to daily expenses. This is difficult 
in culturally and religiously conservative communities where women’s opportunities are limited 
by male family members. Therefore, females are forced to take on work that is near their homes 
or work that they can do from within their own homes. In Warsak Place, the most common jobs 
for females from these households were domestic helpers, seamstresses, selling fabric, and 
selling hand-crafted items. Other girls, who were successful in completing their primary and 
secondary schooling, worked as teachers in the primary school and madrasa. The pay was 
minimal and was not recorded on the pay-roll. Yet, these jobs were viewed as more prestigious 
and a track that opened up more opportunities.  
One day, I followed Ms. Shabana into her office. Outside, the laughter of the girls mixed 
with the principal’s stern words of caution. “There are so many schools on the main road. Why 
don’t you go there and research? This is a village and families are very conservative here. The 
girls are quite immature, close-minded, and very backwards. It will be hard for them to 
understand your questions.” I felt a sinking feeling in the bottom of my stomach, but mustered 
the words, “But they seem to be ok with me here…I also feel safer here.” In her words, I sensed 
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a fear of what might be shared by girls who, for the first time, were being asked about their 
schooling experiences and childhoods in a very well-guarded community. Ms. Shabana was not 
alone in voicing the opinion that the village context was not suitable. I was often introduced by 
my family as a U.S. researcher studying girls’ education. This was often followed by the question 
“What school are you researching in?”, and astonishment at the site I had chosen. The sentiment 
was always: we must show the “good” side of our country and province. Upper- and middle-
class families inside and outside of Warsak Place emphasized, “These girls will not be able to 
show you that.” These sentiments are important to identify because they reveal how the girls’ 
middle school and its students are viewed in relation to other schools located within the district 
of Peshawar. Their marginality is apparent, yet Pashtun girls remain the target of education 
initiatives and policies designed specifically for school settings like this one.    
A Portrait of the Girls’ Middle School 
Every morning, the village comes to life with the sounds of rickshaws, vans, cars and 
children on their way to school. I take the road most populated as I walk towards the government 
girls’ middle school. The blue, rusted gate of the school is not very visible and can easily be 
missed. I enter the school to a brick-laid courtyard covered in a sea of white burqas. As soon as 
we enter, the girls pull back their burqas and greet me: “Assalamu alaikum, Miss!” By now they 
have grown accustomed to my presence. They hurry to their classrooms, and one girl stays 
behind and grabs a broom. She starts sweeping the courtyard and veranda. I am told that it is the 
girls’ responsibility to keep their school clean, but some girls complain about having to perform 
domestic tasks at home and at school as well.  
The class rooms are situated to the left of the gate in a straight line. There are three 
classrooms. Each grade level (6,7, and 8) has its own class. For most of the school day, the lights 
199 
 
are never on due to a district-wide shortage in electricity. The rooms remain dark, damp and cool 
as sunlight cannot enter. Desks seat two to three girls, and instead of chairs there are benches. On 
the northern facing wall is a large chalk board. In the far-right corner of the chalk board today’s 
date is neatly written in English. The classroom is littered with colorful hand drawn posters made 
by students. One poster in particular stands out and is titled “Letter to Father Asking for Books.” 
A small, round clock hangs crookedly next to the chalk board. The time never changes because 
the batteries have not been replaced. There are windows on the east side of the classroom that are 
covered with screens. Looking out the window one sees nothing but a red painted brick wall. 
However, as the day progresses, silhouettes of students running past on their way to the 
bathroom become visible. There is only one bathroom for all 135 students and 6 teachers.  
On the north side of the building is an open lawn with freshly planted flowers. This patch 
of greenery is where girls gather to socialize during breaks and play different games like 
hopscotch and tag. The west wall of the school is shared with the girls’ primary school, and the 
northern most wall is shared with Madrasa Noor. The school is a lively space, never quiet and 
often filled with the laughter and stories of girls’ who are some of the first in their families 
receiving a secular education. Girls roam around the classroom, chatting with their friends, 
sharing stories and helping one another with classwork. 
Ms. Shabana, the school principal, has her own office situated in the southernmost corner 
of the school. A section of this large office space doubles as a staffroom for teachers. Teachers 
use the staff room to sit and chat between lessons, grade papers, enjoy snacks, and talk on their 
mobile phones. Behind the staff area, there is a small kitchen used for preparing tea and small 
snacks for the principal, teachers, and guests. Ms. Sheila, just 18 years old, is most often found in 
the kitchen. She is not on the payroll, but with a shortage of staff her presence is welcomed and 
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appreciated. She teaches Pashto and Islamic Studies. Ms. Sheila is viewed as a friend by students 
rather than a teacher. They confide in her and share their worries and fears. Ms. Sheila never 
misses a day of school and hopes her work here will one day help her become a government 
girls’ school teacher.  
Researching in a Girls’ Middle School  
Before entering the classroom every day, I met with Ms. Shabana in her office. It was 
expected of me to do so. If I did not, she would send Ms. Sheila to get me. The principle made it 
clear that in a rural context, like Warsak Place, my presence was being monitored and the safety 
of her school and students was the highest priority. Early on, she raised the deteriorating security 
situation in the city. She reported that schools in the area continued to receive threats and were 
always on alert, however, she proudly proclaimed that her school was one of the safest in the 
city. “Girls come here because they know that it is safer than the outside schools. And everyone 
in the village is ok with it too.” Residents of Warsak Place, particularly males, did not protest the 
school. According to Ms. Shabana, this was due to her efforts in carefully ensuring the 
curriculum, pedagogy, and environment remained within the boundaries of what is acceptable 
religiously and culturally in a rural context. “You know these are village girls, you have to be 
careful. They are a little backwards, they do not understand.”  
The proximity of Madrasa Noor plays a large role in the monitoring of the curriculum 
and school environment. “They come here a lot to check on us or they send their teachers. Also, 
many of the girls attend the madrasa in the afternoons, so they report back too” (interview, 
January 2, 2014). She reiterates how times are different, and schools have to be very cautious. 
The principal and teachers feel it is the duty of the school administration and community to 
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ensure students are safe. They all take great pride in the fact that their school is considered one of 
the safest, and they would like it to remain so. 
Perspectives on Childhood  
It was the beginning of the new school term. Ms. Shabana addressed the new 8th grade  
class, “Children are like flowers, you are beautiful all of you.” Rania cracked a half smile and 
glanced back at me. The principal went on,  
You must respect this opportunity that you have been given and do not neglect your 
education. Take advantage of it. You all know very well that girls have to struggle more 
to get here and stay here. Your families have taken on great burdens and difficulties to 
send you here. Never forget that! (field notes, February, 23, 2014)  
As soon as Ms. Shabana exited, the girls turned their desks around and formed a semi-circle 
around me. This was how we conversed together during brief and sometimes prolonged breaks 
between class sessions. Rania smiled, “Don’t worry miss, it is the beginning of the session. They 
are too busy to teach today.” Rania was a former student visiting her former classmates and 
friends. She was forced to stop her schooling by her family.   
When I first met Rania, several months earlier, she was a class 7 student and one of the 
most charismatic. She was also a great help in recruiting more participants for the study. Very 
seamlessly, she was able to convince her classmates that their words and stories were safe with 
me. One sunny day, as I sat in the class 7 room, Rania shared with me her experiences of 
growing up in a household that was suffering from poverty, and a father who was struggling with 
drug addiction. She shared, 
When I was five years old, I started going with my sister to a rich person’s house in the 
village to help clean, cook, iron, and sometimes wash clothes. We had to because of my 
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dad. My mom had to stay home with our younger siblings. She would sew clothes for 
people in the village and we would deliver them. A lot of the girls here might not tell you, 
but they have to work too. See Jenna there in the back, she has her head down. She gets 
so tired because she has a lot of work to do. She is the oldest. Maybe that is why when 
you ask them about childhood it is difficult to answer. People do not see us as children 
because from a very young age we work. 
Rania’s words very poignantly raise the problematic framing of childhood that necessitates 
obtaining or possessing certain qualities or characteristics that Pashtun girls in this context do not 
have access to. Clearly, Rania understood herself as a child, but she expresses her views of 
childhood by discussing ‘others’ perceptions of her and her classmates. Similar to Madrasa Noor 
Students, girls from the middle school were more comfortable and focused on discussions that 
raised perspectives of the ‘other’ that highlighted their marginality. From this vantage point, 
childhood becomes a more fluid concept which is situated within the complex webs of 
relationships and structural factors (James & Prout, 1990, 1998). Thus, Rania’s reflections reveal 
how poverty situates childhood, rather than displaces it. With Rania’s help, the beginnings of a 
more complex picture of Pashtun childhood started to arise that was rooted in middle school 
students’ experiences of schooling in conflict.  
Regardless of class and gender, all Pashtun children growing-up and going to school in 
the district of Peshawar are impacted, in diverse ways, by a rise in school attacks across 
Northwest Pakistan. All school-going children and their families are experiencing great 
psychological trauma. With this increasing precarity around schooling, Pashtun girls’ education 
is deemed less important than their safety. Many families opted to pull their daughters out of 
school for fears of violence. At the same time, Pashtun boys schooling is considered a higher 
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priority. Boys must bear the current circumstances because of their future role as providers for 
their families. However, in a rural context like Warsak Place, families from all classes continued 
to invest in the education of their daughters. Upper and middle-class families were taking even 
bigger risks by sending their daughters to schools outside of the village, as news of bomb blasts 
and suicide bombings were reported if not daily then weekly. Girls attending the middle school 
were very aware of these greater risks, but students said, if given the opportunity, they would opt 
for a “better” school outside of the village. Aaliyah articulated this sentiment when she shared 
with me the limited opportunities for children like her growing up in Warsak Place.  
I come here because my family will not allow me outside of the village. They say because 
this school is safer, but that is not the full story. It is because of who I am. We have faced 
hardships all of our lives. Now things have become worse because of the war and our 
burden is heavier. I think we are stronger and more prepared to deal with these hard times 
than the rest of the children in the village (interview, January 6, 2014).   
Like many students, Aaliyah understood her childhood as distinct from the elite and middle-class 
children living in the village. Students viewed their inability to access diverse schooling options 
as a result of not only safety, but their marginality. Aaliyah illustrates that while poverty is one 
factor there are other important factors to consider. Aaliyah was the daughter of a well-known 
Afghan mullah in the village, who had brought his family to Warsak Place to escape the war in 
Afghanistan. He made a living through providing religious instruction in Madrasa Noor, and 
private instruction for young men interested in memorizing the Quran. Her father was the same 
mullah who announced it was mandatory for girls attending the middle school to don the shuttle 
cock burqa. Thus, her refugee status and the religiously conservative environment she was 
growing-up in limited her schooling options.   
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 Nasima, also an Afghan refugee and Aaliyah’s friend, raised similar views of her 
childhood making it difficult, perhaps even impossible, to access the kind of education that she 
sees other girls have access to. She shared the limitations she faced, and the story of her girl 
cousin who lived in Denmark, to raise these disadvantages: 
I have six sisters and three brothers. I am the first girl in my immediate family to attend 
school. When I finished primary, I received first position. The teacher told my father to 
enroll me here. Now my other sisters go too, but I only have permission to study till 
grade 12. I want to go further and be a doctor. I have three girl cousins in Denmark who 
are doctors all ready. One of them comes to Pakistan and visits hospitals. She writes in 
notebooks like you about what she sees. When I have children, they will study as much as 
they want, I will not let them be stopped. Education is important.        
Nasima, like Aaliyah, situates her childhood and defines it by the challenges and lack of 
opportunities made available to her and her classmates. Their words highlight the aspects of their 
childhoods that put them at a disadvantage in regard to schooling, alongside the acute challenges 
of growing-up in poverty and as a refugee that become increasingly burdensome alongside the 
on-going conflict.  
 Rania, Aaliyah, and Nasima very clearly demonstrate childhood as not “lost”, but rather 
childhoods that are less visible and more fluid from static views of childhood raised via global 
models of children’s participation and schooling centered in Malala’s story. Through their stories 
of growing-up, they illustrate patriarchy, poverty, conservative religious norms, conflict, and 
refugee status all construct their childhoods in ways that prevent them from accessing “better” 
schooling opportunities. Yet, amidst these educational challenges and complexities middle school 
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students continued to advocate for their education and schooling using a global discourse similar 
to the one rendering them silent.          
A “Performance” of Pashtun Girls’ Agency: Perspectives on Education and Schooling   
In deciphering Pashtun girls’ perspectives on their own education and schooling 
experiences, it was clear that how they viewed their childhoods threw into tension the dreams, 
promises, and hopes attached to schooling that they were constantly reminded of. The 
complexity and nuance of these discussions was best captured through the performance of a 
series of khakay29on the intended role of schooling in their lives. These khakay were creatively 
written, directed, and performed by Class 7 students. The idea behind the performance was to 
honor class 8 students at an annual farewell party. Ms. Tahera, everyone’s favorite teacher, was 
the mastermind behind the concept. She urged the girls to think seriously about the content and 
delivery of the khakay that would be performed during the entertainment portion of the evening.  
These artistic expressions situated Pashtun girls’ as the narrators in a satirical presentation 
of the role education can play in fostering healthy childhoods and communities. The challenges 
and hardships of growing up in a rural context are juxtaposed against a more educated and 
informed reality that makes life more livable. The performance provided an opportunity for girls 
to share their perspectives on a schooling and education that existed beyond the confines of their 
community. The voices and stories presented here are from observations of 3 different rehearsal 
sessions and the main performance. Furthermore, follow-up focus group sessions and interviews 
were conducted following the rehearsals and performance which provided an opportunity to ask 
questions pertaining to the content, meanings, and creation of the khakay.  
 
                                                             




Eight students proceeded to the front of the class. All desks were arranged in a U-shape 
around the eight performers. One of the girls bolted the classroom door shut. This was the much 
anticipated first rehearsal and no one was allowed to watch. Mariyam pulled out a small radio 
disguised as a milk carton and smiled shyly, “It’s a good disguise right…this is so no one knows 
it is a radio.” There were no teachers present, and some girls moved to the back and continued 
their school work. Nadia gestured to the girls in the back and whispered, “They think that 
khakay, music, and dancing are haram.”30 Rania smiled, “Miss this is the only time we can play 
music, dance, and sing at school. It is so much fun. You will enjoy it a lot.” Later the girls 
informed me, much of the content of the khakay was conceived by Rania with the help of a few 
other students. Mariyam remarked, “Miss she (Rania) is very creative. Her mind is sharp. I like 
stories, but I am not good at telling them and performing.”  Rania called out to her classmates to 
quiet down so that they could begin. “Please stay quiet so that everyone can hear. We must do 
our best,” she reminded them. Immediately, they all took their places.  
Rania takes out a printed shawl and arranges it very loosely on her head and wraps it in a 
way that reveals the figure of her body. A large purse that looks more like a tote bag is 
carefully adjusted on her right shoulder. She takes off her black shoes and slips on 
colorful sandals with a half inch heel while adjusting a pair of sunglasses above her 
forehead. She begins to walk towards an empty desk placed in the front of the room, 
swaying her hips and arms as if she is a supermodel walking down a runway. The girls 
erupt in laughter (field notes, February 2, 2014).  
                                                             
30 an Arabic word used to signify an action as impermissible according to the Qur’an and Sunnah 
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In this khakay Rania plays the part of a female doctor. She spoke a pashto that was intermixed 
with words of English and Urdu and wrote hurriedly in a notebook as she waited for her patient 
to arrive. “These are how rich and educated people dress, talk, and walk,” a girl sitting next to 
me murmured. Females in these khakay were represented as more educated and successful than 
men. Later, in a focus group, the girls shared this was done on purpose. “We wanted to show that 
women are successful when they are educated.” Rania added, “For a lot of us our mothers and 
sisters provide the most for the family. Our dads are deadbeats and only care about themselves.”   
As the khakay continued, Hira and Nadia made their way to the front of the room next to 
Rania. Hira adjusted her pony tail below her chin to make it look like a beard. Mariyam 
whispered to me, “She is playing the part of a young man.” Nadia wrapped a big white shawl 
around her body and put on plastic chappals. She played the part of the young man’s mother, an 
uneducated village elder. When the mother spoke, she yelled and had a hard time understanding 
the doctor’s pashto that was too diluted with English words. Mariyam leaned forward again, 
“She looks and sounds like my grandma, hahaha!” The girls very poignantly re-created a scene 
that reflected generational issues and poverty that became greater challenges without an 
education.   
The girls attentively watched as Rania, Hira, and Nadia satirically performed a scene that 
presented an educated, upper class doctor struggling to communicate with her male patient and 
his mother. Taking on the role of an upper class educated female, Rania’s performance presented 
stereotypical views of Pashtuns living in rural contexts. The female doctor cunningly presented 
illness after illness, increasing the amount of money that was required to cure the young man. 
She scolded both mother and son, as she called for her nurse to translate. The son was quickly 
rushed in for surgery as the doctor emphasized the severity of the situation. After the surgery, the 
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mother was asked to pay upfront. This sort of demand is not uncommon, and many girls can 
relate. The mother protested, saying “I do not have that much money!” and placed the financial 
responsibility on her son’s shoulders. As the son enters, he moans and groans and asks his 
mother “Where am I? What happened? Who are you?” The skit abruptly ended, and Rania turns 
to the audience. Her voice is stern and for brief moment she becomes the narrator: “Education is 
important! Without it there is a lot of misunderstanding and ignorance, so get all children and 
especially girls in school!”      
During a focus group, the content of this particular khakay was discussed in more detail. 
Some students talked about how the content represented different aspects of the challenges they 
encounter in their own lives alongside their families. Hira exclaimed, “Our families are so 
interested in their sons, but many of them are so stupid. They do not understand anything. We are 
smarter than them, but do not get the same chances for our education.” Nadia added, “The elders 
do not understand how we can become better with this type of education. There are so many 
problems families face and they get tricked by people with more education. But they are slowly 
seeing it, but still it is hard to convince them.” Rania interjected,   
You know they all think we are backwards too, even the teachers who teach us. It is 
because we are poor. They say all of this to us about the importance of education, but 
they treat us differently. In the khakay I wanted to show that the only smart person was 
the female doctor. She was a doctor and she was in control. Miss, it was a good 
performance, right? We can still dream right (focus group, February 3, 2014)?    
The khakay observed in isolation presents education, particularly schooling, as a solution for the 
problems and challenges Pashtun girls face in Warsak Place. Through this artistic display, 
educational challenges were rooted in the diverse experiences of growing up in poverty, in a 
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patriarchal household, and in a rural context. Yet, Pashtun girls as narrators encouraged their 
audience to hold onto the hopes and dreams of a schooling that results in a better life. These 
curious interjections at the end of each khakay raise the concept of schooling in ways that mimic 
voices like Malala’s. It would be easy to stop here and romanticize the creativity and 
“authenticity” of these performances. However, Rania reminds us that these are simply 
performances and an opportunity to dream. These khakay cannot be frozen in time and 
understood outside of the stream of daily life. Just one month after these performances, two 
incidents in particular quite forcefully demonstrated this point.   
The first incident occurred during final practical exams. Different groups of class 7 
students prepared authentic Pakistani dishes as a part of their Home Economics exam. Girls in 
these groups hurriedly made the finishing touches to their dishes before taking them to the 
principal’s office to be judged and graded. Rania came in late and sat next to me. She eagerly 
waited for an opportunity to talk. As the exam proctor left the room, she led me by the hand to 
the back of the class. “Miss I will not be returning for the next school term.” I quickly 
interrogated her as to why. Very casually, she replied, “I will be getting married in two months.” 
Perhaps, the expression on my face said it all and instantly the girls sitting around us began to 
comment about her age. Hira remarked, “She is a child still and they are marrying her off!” She 
turned to Rania and said, “You should tell them that you will not do it and that you are a child!” 
She meekly responded, “I want to keep going to school, but I can’t once I’m married.” I asked 
her, “why not?” The girls sitting around us responded: “Don’t you know about the school rule? 
Once you get married, you cannot return. They think that you will share stories about married 
life and it will ruin the school environment.” Not sure of what to say, I became silent. Bothered 
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by my silence, Rania asked, “What will you get me as a wedding gift? Will you come to my 
wedding?”  
Rania’s brilliant performance in the khakays danced around in my mind alongside the 
dreams and visions she attached to education. Yet, she knew as she performed that her 
opportunities were limited in regard to her own education. The khakay were more than Pashtun 
girls’ dreams and hopes. They were an opportunity to understand their views of the world around 
them. A world that they found difficulty accessing. Their performances observed within the 
realities of their own lives displayed the ways in which children construct, reinforce, and re-
define narratives and views of schooling as a “solution” to the challenges of growing-up in 
poverty, under patriarchy, and violent conflict. Rania was not the only student forced out of 
school. Several weeks later another main performer in the khakay, Nadia, revealed she would be 
leaving as well.     
Nadia started the new school year as a class 8 student. She was always studious and keen 
on completing her school work before leaving in the afternoon. Nadia was also a student in 
Madrasa Noor, therefore, her school and madrasa work combined was quite overwhelming. 
Thus, she made it a point to finish her school work on time. A few weeks into the new term, she 
began to sit towards the back of the class. She appeared distracted and a bit worried. I 
approached her, and she informed me that she would not be returning to school after this week. 
Her brother made the decision for her. With tears approaching the brims of her eyes, she 
explained, “He said to me you can study from home. You do not need to come to school. Our 
mother needs help and she cannot do the housework on her own. It is for the better. I must 
respect my family’s wishes.” She stood up and put out her hand, “Please forgive me for anything 
wrong I may have done or said. I will probably not see you after today.”   
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Following these two incidents, it was difficult to overcome the raw and paralyzing 
emotions that remained. It required great moral courage to explore these complexities and 
tensions that do not configure well into debates on girls’ education in international development. 
Both incidents not only critically questioned, but also shattered the image of the school as a 
pristine fortress that stands tall and powerful amidst poverty, patriarchy, and conflict. The 
creativity and strong artistic expressions in the khakay raised the desire to isolate these moments 
of hope and vision in order to raise the power and promise of girls’ schooling. Yet, in doing so, 
Rania’s and Nadia’s voices and childhoods risked fading into the background, making me 
complicit in the further muting of the subaltern. Thus, questions of Pashtun girls’ agency in this 
scenario were centered around whether or not “we” can hear the subaltern when she speaks? The 
careful listening that was necessary in understanding this “performance” of agency was even 
more critical when considering students responses to the assumption schooling helps in building 
their agency and adding force to their “voices.”          
Answering the Call for More Malala’s with Caution and Care   
It was early January and a spate of bombings throughout the district of Peshawar was 
unnerving. Today’s focus group was a bit somber as students discussed the images coming out of 
the recent bomb blasts. Laila spoke first, “It is really sad when one sees mothers crying and 
losing their children. Mothers suffer a lot here. They are always worried about their children.” 
Aneesah interrupted, “Everyone knows why this is happening, it all started after they killed the 
Taliban leader Mehsud. They are now taking revenge for that, but Warsak Place is safe. It has 
never been targeted.” The discussion turned to why their school was safe amidst all the recent 
violence in the region. “Because we are careful with our words and what we do,” Aneesah 
responded. The rest of the girls nodded in unison. I shared with them a morning headline I had 
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come across in one of Pakistan’s oldest English language newspapers, DAWN. The headline 
read: Peshawar University Cancels ‘I Am Malala’ Book Launch Amid Security Fears. I first read 
them the headlines in English and then translated it into Pashto. They said they all knew about 
Malala and mentioned the prayer service held for her at Madrasa Noor. “We were all very 
concerned,” said Shazima. She went on: 
But she said wrong things in her book. Like that she hates bearded men. She also did not 
write peace be upon him after the Prophet Muhammad’s name which is very 
disrespectful. It shows we have talent among us, but her words were not good. I can 
understand why they did not want to show her book here. It is not safe (focus group, 
January 5, 2014). 
I pressed them further as a group asking, “Peshawar University is only a few miles from the 
village and it is not a girls’ school, so why is your school safe and not the university?” The 
silence I encountered left me regretting why I had asked the question, when suddenly Rania 
cleared her throat,  
 The words she uses are not her own. She must be careful. Maybe it does not matter in  
 America, but here it does. The words that we use are not our own. They are the words of  
our community and families. What is ours is when we choose to say those words, how we 
say them, and where. What a girl our age says can become very heavy. We must be 
careful because they are not our own but tied to those we love, respect, do not want to 
upset, and keep safe. Maybe it is not what you want to hear, and it seems like we are 
quiet, but it is you that cannot hear us. We hear the voices around us loud and clear. That 
is why our school is safe. We know and understand how to keep it safe (focus group, 
January 5, 2014). 
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Rania’s words and the above discussion raise questions of Pashtun girls’ agency centered around 
the technique of constructing and raising “voices” amidst the realities of growing-up during the 
war on terror. The building of agency is not centered around the school, rather it is rooted in the 
realities of life for a Pashtun community embroiled in the politics of the war on terror. Agency 
understood from this important vantage point is cautious and careful. Words carry great 
consequences that do not just affect individuals, but whole communities. Rania articulates this 
most eloquently when she frames “voice” as going beyond the individual. Speech is constructed 
through the important relationships that Pashtun girls’ center their lives around. What girls 
articulated as “their own” was how, when, and where these words are uttered. The responsibility 
they feel towards keeping their school and community safe makes Pashtun girls’ agency more 
strategic and careful. Thus, the call for more Malala’s is answered with a more responsible, 
cautious, and careful articulation of Pashtun girls’ agency that is mistaken for silence. Thus, the 
problem is not their lack of agency or “voice”, but rather “our” inability to “listen” or “hear” 
when Pashtun girls’ exercise their agency and give voice to their diverse situations, needs, and 











CHAPTER 9: PASHTUN BOYS, BOOKS, AND BOMBS: SURVIVING THE APS 
ATTACK 
 
I saw a pair of black boots coming towards me. This guy was probably hunting for 
students hiding beneath the benches. ‘There are so many children hiding beneath the 
benches, go get them,’ one of the men ordered another. I felt searing pain. I folded my tie 
and pushed it into my mouth so that I wouldn’t scream. The man with big boots kept on 
looking for students and pumping bullets into their bodies. I lay as still as I could and 
closed my eyes, waiting to be shot again. My body was shivering. I saw death so close. I 
will never forget the black boots approaching me—I felt as though it was death that was 
approaching me (Popham, 2014, para. 10). 
Khan, a teenage survivor of the Army Public School (APS) massacre, narrates his story of 
survival and recalls this jarring scene. He later tells journalists, this recollection happened right 
before he witnessed the execution of his friends. Khan survived, but he lives with the trauma of 
this moment, just like all APS students who were present that day. Khan’s narration introduces 
the APS school setting and a larger discussion about questions of Pashtun boys’ agency, 
childhood, and schooling in conflict from the perspectives of APS families and survivors living 
in Warsak Place. The educational challenges and risks of Muslim children growing up and living 
under the war on terror are used to give greater visibility to global discourses, initiatives, and 
agendas that center the need of a new model for Muslim children’s participation (see Ch.4 & 
Ch.6). The larger claim is that through the building of Muslim children’s agency via schooling 
(see Ch.2), children are better able to not only identify any challenges and risks, but also deal 
with them adequately (UNCRC, 1989). Thus, survivors of the APS tragedy and other victims of 
school-related violence like Malala, were expected to show great resilience and use this moment 
to unify a country embroiled in the politics of the war on terror. In this moment of grief and 
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trauma, Pashtun boys like Khan were the sought after “voices” by national and international 
journalists used to frame narratives of schooling in geopolitical hotspots like Northwest Pakistan. 
Pashtun boys and their families answered the calls for resilience and strength in the face 
of adversity with great rigor and resolve. Education was raised as the most powerful act of 
revenge alongside the Pakistan military’s more violent response. The call for more Malala’s 
appeared not only necessary, but inevitable. With more Malala’s came more trauma, greater 
fears, and broken families. Instead of promises that such an attack would never happen again, 
APS survivors and their families were fed national narratives of martyrdom wrapped in strong 
Islamic beliefs and values. The same discourse of responsibilization that raises Muslim girls’ 
agency was used to construct Pashtun boys’ agency, but with a stronger national discourse that 
employed religious concepts like martyrdom. Questions of the complicity of global forces, the 
Pakistani state and army in raising the precarity around schooling were lost amidst calls for more 
Malala’s. The grave consequences of the U.S. led war on terror on Pashtun children’s schooling 
in the region did not configure into narratives before or after the attack. Thus, the chapter 
presents unique perspectives of an APS family and student survivor living in Warsak Place that 
reveals the trauma of threats of violence as a daily reality for Pashtun children and their 
communities embroiled in the politics of the war on terror. Attacks of this nature do not happen 
in isolation but are a part of a larger geopolitical context that creates these unsafe and unhealthy 
schooling environments. Additionally, this APS family’s very intimate sharing of life as 
survivors of one of the largest school attacks in history reveals the trauma and fear that is 
overshadowed by calls for resilience and martyrdom. This throws into tension the construction of 
Pashtun boys’ agency and more generally Pashtun children’s agency that arose in response to the 
APS attack. The visibility of Pashtun boy’s agency in this scenario is heart-wrenchingly painful. 
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When Pashtun communities are ready and willing to sacrifice their children in a battle that 
cannot be won with pens and books it is time to challenge the powerful narratives that give rise 
to this kind of discourse. Instead, the focus must be on the diverse experiences of childhood and 
conflict in schooling that reveals the situations, needs, and struggles of local Pashtun 
communities like in Warsak Place. The model of children’s participation raised alongside 
Malala’s story is challenged by these unique perspectives and these voices that can help in 
creating “safer”, more ethical, and context-specific approaches for children’s engagement in 
debates about girls’ education and Pashtun children more generally.   
The Army Public School (APS) Massacre and the Call for More Malala’s 
On December 16, 2014, in broad daylight, Taliban disguised in army uniforms, attacked 
the Army Public School Boys Branch in Peshawar, Pakistan. Most shocking was that this was a 
private, army-run school and the 8-hour siege happened during school! Some 132 school 
children were murdered, and nearly twenty teachers and school staff were also killed. The 
Pakistani Taliban quickly claimed responsibility and the media spokesmen for the group, 
Muhammad Umar Khorasani, issued a statement: “We selected the army school for the attack 
because the government is targeting our families and females. We want them to feel the pain” 
(Popham, 2014, para. 12).  
According to army sources, the attack began at 10 am when six militants arrived at APS 
in a small Suzuki van. Retired Major-General Athar Abbas, a former spokesman for the Pakistani 
army, told the BBC:  
One of them got out and came to the school gate and blew himself up. When the security 
guards rushed to the spot, this allowed the others to get into the school. There was a 
function in the school, an assembly in the auditorium, saying farewell to ninth and tenth 
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grade students. They started firing in the auditorium and three of them blew themselves 
up (Popham, 2014, para. 11).  
In the days following the attack, international and national media outlets shared the gory details 
of the massacre. APS students were asked to re-tell the events that transpired on that gruesome 
day. Meanwhile in Oslo, Sweden, a Pashtun schoolgirl from the Swat Valley, Malala Yousafzai, 
stood before a global audience and accepted the prestigious Nobel Peace Prize. Her voice and 
advocacy for girls’ education was recognized on a global stage as the most powerful example of 
the realization of children’s agency through education. The claim books, pens, teachers, and 
children are the most powerful weapons in contexts of conflict and war was further reinforced. 
As a Pashtun child, in this most illustrious moment, Malala could not forget her Pashtun 
community that was reeling from the APS massacre. She paid tribute to APS students, teachers, 
and staff who had to find the courage to move forward. The world’s youngest laureate 
remembered victims and their families who suffered insurmountable sorrow and loss. In these 
moments, Malala was also remembered in Peshawar.  
 The Peshawar Press Club hosted a live viewing of Malala’s Nobel acceptance speech. 
Perhaps, now was the time to raise her story in a way that would better resonate with Pashtun 
families and students. Pakistani and global media outlets began to weave a narrative around 
Pashtun childhood and schooling in conflict. Immediately, parallels were drawn between 
Malala’s traumatic attack and stories of APS students. Just days after the attack, Pakistan 
security expert Ahmed Rashid was asked by western journalists about the Taliban’s motivations 
behind the attack. Rashid responded by using Malala’s example. The Taliban were trying to send 
a message and part of it had to do with Malala. “Remember that Malala has been receiving 
accolades from all over the world, and remember she was shot by the Taliban and she has been 
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advocating education for all, and the Taliban have been very strongly opposing her view on 
education. So, they are sending a very strong message that ‘we don’t like your schooling system 
and we want an Islamic schooling system” (Popham, 2014, para. 9). It seemed the call for more 
Malala’s was answered by the Taliban with more violence and force. However, more important 
was how the call for more Malala’s was answered by APS families and students.  
Promises of Revenge and the Construction of National Unity 
As charred, dismembered bodies of students and staff made rounds on social media and 
across Pakistani news outlets, feelings of vulnerability and heartache were met with sentiments 
of anger and resentment. Alongside the larger Pashtun community, APS families with children 
that witnessed the massacre and those that lost loved ones directed these emotions towards the 
Taliban. Anti-Taliban sentiments peaked in this very carefully constructed moment of national 
unity. The media wing of the Pakistan Armed Forces, Inter-Services Public Relations (ISPR), 
took the lead in ensuring the larger narrative around the APS massacre demonstrated the need to 
fight Islamist militancy in the region with greater military might. The “enemy” needed to realize 
that Pashtuns stood alongside the Pakistan army in the war on terror.  
The ISPR released heart-wrenching songs in tribute to APS victims and their mothers.31 
Awards were given, and the school was crowded with visits from high ranking army officials and 
politicians. Inconsolable cries for justice and revenge that emanated from the mouths of Pashtun 
mothers and fathers were used to deflect critiques of the complicity of global powers and the 
Pakistani establishment in a conflict where school-related violence was on the rise predominantly 
in Pashtun communities. Now was not the time for questions, but the time for action. Once again, 
a battle for the hearts and minds of Pakistani citizens became a top foreign and national policy 
priority. National and international medias focused on this popular, army-initiated narrative and 




perspectives of citizens who rallied behind the Pakistan military. Chief of Army Staff, General 
Raheel Sharif delivered promises of revenge (Khan, 2014). General Sharif pledged to avenge the 
deaths of every man, woman, and child killed. The Pakistani military was resurrected as the only 
hope for Pashtuns living at the center of violent conflict.    
These cries for revenge instigated a Pakistan military-led witch hunt. The main objective 
of which was to exterminate every last militant seeking refuge within the borders of Pakistan. In 
the following months, Pakistan’s armed forces pounded “militant hideouts” in the FATA region, 
drones fell, and the IDP population continued to rise. Reports on the military campaign focused 
on “successes” and largely ignored Pashtun children who were now IDPS. Along with their 
families, they were forced to leave their homes due to the offensive. In route to temporary camps 
scattered throughout the KP province, many Pashtun children died of dehydration and heat 
stroke. These children joined the victims of the APS massacre and exponentially increased the 
number of childhood casualties in the war on terror. Pashtun nationalists and civil society 
activists critiqued the military’s brutal response to the APS attack and the army’s claims that 
thousands of militants were being killed every year. They pushed their communities to 
contemplate the rise in Islamist violence in the KP province alongside the army’s claims of 
success.   
 As this popular narrative took hold, views about Pashtun childhoods and their education 
were centered in ways that mimicked Malala’s tragedy. Education was framed as a weapon of 
the weak in this battle between “good” and “evil”. Yet, the language was more militaristic with 
religious undertones. As victims were celebrated as martyrs, families and students were 
encouraged to go beyond their feelings of loss and fear. Islamic religious beliefs were used to 
highlight the perspective that martyrs do not die but are alive. The Qur’anic verse used to raise 
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this view is: “And say not of those who are killed in the way of God, “they are dead”, nay, they 
are living but you perceive (it) not” (The Qur’an, 2:154). Pashtun boys’ education was viewed as 
a sacred mission. Young boys who journeyed on this path were treading the path of God. Amidst 
the insurmountable challenges that at times became unbearable, these views of education were 
etched into the hearts and minds of Pashtuns living in Peshawar.  
 The construction of Pashtun boys’ agency within this powerful moment and 
accompanying popular narrative must be more carefully explored. The parallels that are drawn 
with Malala’s tragedy are no mere coincidence. Rather, it points to the larger phenomenon of the 
merging of geopolitical interests with the goals and ambitions of girls’ education in geopolitical 
hotspots like Northwest Pakistan. Views of Pashtun boyhood and education do not escape the 
troubling realities of this tenuous relationship. Thus, the discussion on Pashtun boy’s agency that 
follows looks more closely at the diverse experiences of childhood and schooling in conflict 
from the perspectives of APS survivors and their families who live in Warsak Place. The 
objective is to understand how Pashtun children’s narratives actively contribute to the social 
realities in which they live. In particular, how they are constructing, reinforcing, and redefining 
narratives and experiences of conflict. The diverse ways in which they make sense of and cope 
with conflict are critical in situating the diverse needs and struggles of Pashtun children growing-
up during the war on terror.   
Background APS 
In 1992, the Army Public School-Peshawar Boys branch was constructed along the main 
road leading towards Warsak Place, about 2 kilometers from the village. The school is an army-
run English-medium private school. It is one of 146 school campuses established and managed 
by the Pakistan Military’s Army Public Schools and Colleges System (Army Public Schools & 
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Colleges System Secretariat, 2012). Initially, the school was accessible only to children of army 
personnel posted to Peshawar. However, a few years after its construction enrollment was 
extended to the children of retired army officers’ and civilians living in the vicinity. Non-military 
families pay 5,820PKR (roughly $60) per month for one child, and this amount continues to 
increase every year. The fees for books and materials are separate, which is about 8,000PKR 
(roughly $80) per year. The children of military families pay less. This is a substantial fee in 
Peshawar making this schooling option inaccessible to lower and working-class families. 
However, for middle and upper-class families living in Warsak Place, the school’s proximity and 
reputation was incentive enough to send their children. Furthermore, APS was more economical 
than the more prestigious British and American modeled private schools, like Beacon House and 
Saint Francis. Beacon House’s and Saint Francis’s enormous tuition fees made it difficult to 
enroll multiple children at one time.     
APS has two separate campuses for boys and girls. The girls’ campus is located inside the 
Cantt area. The curriculum and textbooks are government approved, and similar to the ones used 
throughout the province. The school enrolls students from nursery to grade 12 and offers 
extracurricular programs like sports, debates, and journalism. The average class size is roughly 
45 students per classroom. Although students are not directly trained to be future military 
officers, the pedagogy, school environment, and hidden curriculum present a pro-army narrative 
and ideology. The motto of the school is: “I Shall Rise and Shine.” The school pays particular 
attention to fostering the grooming of loyal, productive citizens with a focus on the individual 
child as contributing to the prosperity of the nation and its rise. 
The boy’s campus is surrounded by a 10-foot boundary wall and the main entrance to the 
school is located in the south corner of the wall. After school, boys in dark green sweaters, gray 
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slacks, and black shoes wait for rickshaws, buses, cars, and Suzukis to take them home. Some 
students walk to nearby shops for an after-school snack. Others linger in front of the main road 
chit-chatting and teasing one another. Like most Pashtun boys with an upper- or middle-class 
background, APS students are of a generation growing up with social media, the Internet, 
videogames, and mobile devices. They visit shopping malls, dine out in local restaurants, and 
most have travelled internationally. Their experiences of childhood and schooling are vastly 
different than the female students in Madrasa Noor and the girls’ middle school. Yet, at the same 
time, all Pashtun children are growing-up during the war on terror and experiencing the 
educational challenges and risks that accompany the ensuing conflict. The diverse experiences of 
childhood and schooling in conflict are important to understand amidst international 
development discourses and policies that paint broad brush strokes of Pashtun children’s 
experiences in conflict. Therefore, it is important to provide a portrait of male childhood from 
Warsak Place in order to better understand the diverse situations, needs, and struggles of young 
boys living in conflict.              
A Portrait of a Pashtun Boy from Warsak Place  
Malik, a thirteen-year-old with deep set eyes and dark black hair, was born in Warsak 
Place. He was growing-up in a joint family household with his parents, brothers, and paternal 
grandmother, in the same house where his father grew-up. Pashtun boys growing-up in rural 
contexts, like Malik, understood their childhoods as uniquely situated from children living in 
urban areas. Malik highlighted these differences:   
The biggest difference is the environment in the village. It is a bit different because of 
how our houses are so near to one another. There is a strong sense of community, but also 
people interfere a lot. It is like everyone is your mom and dad and they can teach you and 
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tell you what to do. But we have the same things as kids who live outside of the village. 
Some of my friends think that we are backwards, super religious, and close-minded, but 
things are changing here now too. Before few women would drive and it would be a big 
deal if they did. Now so many of them drive and have jobs (interview, April 5, 2014).   
Malik viewed a “strong sense of community” as a key characteristic of childhood in Warsak 
Place. Furthermore, familial relationships and the raising of children was spread amongst adult 
family members. This responsibility was not placed solely on the shoulders of parents, but 
involved grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, and even neighbors. What was unique about 
Malik’s reflections was how he understood that living in a rural context no longer limited his 
access to the activities, hobbies, and play that he perceived as a “normal” childhood. Yet, his 
perspective cannot be understood outside of growing-up in one of the more affluent households 
in Warsak Place.  
 Families like Malik’s frequently travelled overseas to visit family living abroad. They 
often vacationed in places like the U.S., UK, Saudi Arabia, Dubai, and all over Pakistan. This 
sort of movement and mobility was very different from some of the poorer families in the 
village. The majority of children from lower- and working-class families never stepped foot 
outside of the KP province. Many girls in these families did not even travel outside of Peshawar.  
Malik was also one of the many young boys from the upper strata of the village that were 
increasingly gaining access to new digital technologies that re-shaped perceptions of village life 
and childhood. He not only had access to the Internet, but his family also purchased a gaming 
console, tablet, and laptop. Nintendo DS, Sony PlayStation, Xbox, and Wii were some of the 
gaming consoles that were becoming increasingly common in these more affluent households. 
Laptops, tablets, and smartphones were often seen in the hands of children at weddings, large 
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gatherings, and in houses. Not surprisingly, Malik was an avid video gamer and spent a lot of 
time on his laptop surfing the Internet and socializing in digital spaces. Malik shared how this 
new connectivity changed his life.  
My uncle who lives in the U.S. brought me a laptop. I use it a lot to watch movies, surf 
the net and make friends in different countries. I have a friend I made on Facebook who  
lives in the US and we talk a lot, we compare our lives. It is good for me to talk with him, 
because it is a distraction from what is going on here and I can also improve my English. 
My parents don’t let me go out much because of the security situation, especially at night. 
We have to do something for entertainment (interview, April 5, 2014). 
Malik discussed the explicit benefits of connectivity in a rural context, and how connectivity 
shaped children’s perceptions of “other” childhoods that were unlike their own. Additionally, 
access to these new digital technologies provided Pashtun boys growing up in conflict with 
unique opportunities to socialize and “play”. Their movement was strictly limited due to fears of 
violence. Yet, his family’s affluence allowed him the luxury of choosing distractions like 
videogames and socializing in digital spaces. It is evident that the pressures of conflict shape his 
childhood, but not in the same way that it did for children in Madrasa Noor and the girls’ middle 
school. However, while these distinct experiences of childhood shaped by class show the stark 
differences across socioeconomic groups, researching Pashtun childhood in Warsak Place 
revealed the realities of conflict could not be escaped by anyone. The upper-middle class strata 
of the village were increasingly feeling the pressures of conflict bearing down a lot harder than 
before. This manifested most forcefully with rising fears around threats of school-related 




Boys, Books, and Bombs: Living Under Threat  
Families with school-aged children in Warsak Place frequently discussed the constant 
threat of school-related violence throughout Peshawar. However, APS families expressed greater 
concern due to the fact that army affiliated facilities and institutions faced greater threat. With 
the Pakistan army’s largest offensive in full force, the Taliban voiced their resolve to take 
revenge for drone strikes, missiles, and bombings in the FATA region that left scores of innocent 
men, women, and children either killed or severely injured. The Red Mosque Attack (See Ch. 7) 
also raised a renewed impetus by Islamist militants to avenge the deaths of male and female 
madrasa students that were victims of the government-led offensive. The deaths of innocent 
women and children were used by Taliban militants to justify suicide bombings, bomb blasts, 
and targeted attacks. The Taliban vowed to disrupt the lives and education of children that 
belonged to army families and target government affiliated institutions. Local media and army 
intelligence in Peshawar repeatedly reminded those living in the KP province to be on constant 
alert.  
Niala was a young mother whose two sons were enrolled at APS. She also lived in a joint 
family household in Warsak Place. Niala came to the village as a young bride with great 
ambitions of pursuing her dreams of becoming a self-sufficient working woman. She was living 
her dream in her current job as a lecturer at a historic, private boys’ college. Alongside her job, 
she was also pursuing a master’s degree in Pakistan Studies at the University of Peshawar. Yet, 
along with living her dream, she very concretely experienced the great psychological impact of 
these constant threats targeting schools. APS parents were familiarized with an alert system 
developed by the school administration. The alert system communicated the level of threat to 
families and students using a color-coded system. Red indicated the highest level of threat for 
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some form of violence in the area. On Red Alert days, children were required to wear school 
administered ID badges around their necks at all times during the school day. In addition to the 
alert system, bomb drills were frequently exercised at APS. Niala shared that many other schools 
in the vicinity were also on alert, but school staff and security made it very clear army-run and 
government affiliated schools were under the most threat. Niala recalled her deep-seated fears 
that arose one morning as she prepped her kids for school:  
This morning my older son asked me a question that left my hands shaking. He said: 
‘Mom what happens if a bomb falls, they told us to hide under our desks, but what about 
our books? How will we keep them safe?’ You tell me how do you send your child to 
school after he says something like that? Yet, we still send them. This is their future and 
we will not be discouraged, but that does not mean that we are not scared (interview, 
March 6, 2014). 
Naila was not alone in raising these fears. Several APS families and others expressed the same 
anxieties. In Warsak Place, there were several families that sent their sons and daughters to APS. 
The girls’ branch was less than 1 kilometer away from the boys’ section. Naila’s neighbor’s 
daughter was enrolled in the girls’ branch. Her sons would often share a rickshaw with the young 
girl as they rode to school in the morning. These APS families in Warsak Place were not army 
families, but they viewed an APS education as higher in quality and prestige from government-
run institutions and many private schools in Peshawar.     
The Pakistan army has increasingly become involved in schooling and the construction of 
new schools throughout the KP province and FATA regions. Therefore, in these Pashtun 
majority areas, Pashtun children are gaining increased access to army-run schooling options. 
From a military standpoint, education is viewed as a part of nation building projects. Thus, great 
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importance is attached to development in the education sector. In Peshawar, Corps Commander 
Lt General Khalid Rabbani stated in an interview, “The Pakistan Army has set up schools and 
cadet colleges where students are groomed to incorporate qualities of good and productive 
human beings” (The Nation, 2014). Furthermore, the main objective of these schools is to 
encourage young males to serve their nation by joining the military. However, APS families in 
Warsak Place and many others send their children to the school with another objective in mind. 
The success of past APS students in securing admission in prestigious professional programs was 
an important incentive for mother’s like Niala. She shared her hopes and dreams of her eldest 
son becoming a doctor. For Niala, what she understood as a high-quality teaching staff and 
strong curriculum gave APS students an edge over government school students. She further 
rationalized her decision based off of her own brothers’ experiences of schooling in Peshawar. 
Furthermore, the Pashtun boys she taught at the college who were now pursuing more rigorous 
and prestigious professional tracks, like medicine and engineering, had mostly attended private 
schools like APS. The advice of colleagues and teachers she worked with, further solidified her 
resolve to keep her boys at the school.   
Behind these reflexive exercises of why this school and why not another is the reality that 
issues of safety and security are beginning to overshadow questions of curriculum, pedagogy, 
and future job opportunities. One particular incident that Niala shared raised this reality most 
poignantly.  
On a cool, crisp spring afternoon the village was abuzz with news of a foiled bomb attack 
in a nearby boys’ school. In Warsak Place, it was not uncommon to receive news about 
the happenings in Peshawar as one walked through the narrow roads. Walking home from 
the girls’ middle school, I stopped to chat with family and learned that the APS boys’ 
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school was the target of a foiled attack. I rushed to Niala’s home, but she had not yet 
returned from picking up her boys. Her husband relayed the good news that they were all 
okay. However, there was a lot of traffic on the main road because of the state of panic 
that ensued. This made Niala’s journey home longer than usual. Today, he stayed home 
from work because the international NGO that he worked for was on red alert. He 
narrated, “They told us do not come because we have received intelligence that 
something may take place.” As we chatted about the risks of working for a western-led 
NGO, Niala entered the gate with her two sons. Her face looked flustered. I embraced 
her, and we sat in the veranda. She briefly shared the events that transpired in the last few 
hours. “I was at the college teaching and I got a call from someone at the school, ‘There 
is a bomb at the school, come and get your kids!’ I felt like the floor fell from under my 
feet. I caught the first rickshaw I could and arrived at the school to find everyone 
assembled in the nursery block. There were many stories being shared, but I grabbed my 
kids and started to leave, when I heard a large boom—I quickened my pace and we went 
straight home” (field notes, February 16, 2014).   
Not really knowing how to respond to something that was so fresh in their hearts and minds, I 
asked permission to leave. As a family, they had a lot to discuss and think about. I told her I 
would talk to her more tomorrow if it was okay and she had time. She agreed, and I made my 
way back to the house with many questions and concerns.  
A few days later, Niala invited me to her home to share some new details about the foiled 
APS attack. The school administration revealed that the night before a missile was fired from the 
direction of the FATA areas and landed inside the school grounds. It did not detonate and when   
children arrived at school in the morning, they found it lying in the ground. The missile was part 
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of a Taliban-led planned attack where militants intended to hold the school hostage until their 
demands were met. I asked Niala if it would be ok for me to ask her eleven-year-old son Jamal 
about the incident. She agreed, and I entered their bedroom where Niala, her husband and two 
kids slept. There were two large beds in the room and a medium size television. Jamal greeted 
me and continued playing his PlayStation, a gift from his uncle living in Canada. I asked him 
“Were you scared?” He set the controller down and smiled,   
No, we weren’t scared. There were kids jumping around laughing and singing. We were 
out of class. It was cool to see the bomb squad unit, with their uniforms and masks. It was 
like in one of my video games, Call of Duty. The Pakistani commandos were there too 
(interview, February 17, 2014)! 
Children living in Warsak Place, like Jamal, had not yet witnessed first-hand the violence of 
conflict. They heard about it sporadically, as it occurred throughout the city and in places like 
Swat and North Waziristan. They also experienced it virtually through video games like Call of 
Duty.  
As we talked, Jamal continued to play his Play Station. He excitedly explained, “This 
game is called Call of Duty. See, they even have a level called Peshawar.” The level shows a 
map set in the ruined streets of Peshawar. I watched as Jamal played the role of a US soldier in 
this virtual space. Call of Duty is a first-person shooter video game that is designed to make one 
feel as if he or she is walking through the streets of a Peshawar that has been destroyed by 
insurgents. In one mission, the Pakistani forces have apparently joined hands with the terrorists 
and now became the “bad guys.” Jamal tells me in these games sometimes it’s hard to tell who 




Figure 1: Screen shot from Call of Duty Peshawar level 
While the destructive scenes of Peshawar are far from reality, it is important to understand how 
these games shape the perceptions of young and vulnerable children that are playing them. In 
Jamal’s case, he made parallels to the incident that happened at his school using the language of 
“good” guy versus “bad” guy. The “good” guy is always the soldier, Jamal makes sure to 
emphasize, even though the game at some levels depicts Pakistani security forces joining ranks 
with the Taliban. The idea that conflict can only be resolved through violence in this context is a 
perspective reinforced by the Pakistani army that continues to bomb and engage in combat in the 
nearby FATA region. While this perspective seemed to be strong amongst the families and 
children that I came across within this school setting, I also encountered community members 
that were strongly opposed to what they saw as the “normalization” of violence amongst young 
Pashtun boys in particular. One local shopkeeper near the school shared his views on this 
phenomenon,  
I have seen many of these videogames and I do not like them. There is so much killing 
and blood in them. It does not send a good message to our youth. You can also find many 
shops on this road that sell toy weapons for children, like shot guns, machine guns, and 
rocket launchers. Why do we want our children to play with such toys? They are being 
taught a negative message and this is not the solution (field notes, January 16, 2014).  
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Niala also despised such toys. Her father was often upset when her sons brought toy guns to his 
home. “He does not allow his other grandkids to have them, but here they are allowed. I can’t 
stop them.” Niala’s husband remarked that a nearby shop used to sell toy guns and grenades. 
They made a lot of money selling them but recently stopped. The shop keeper said, “We do not 
want our kids to play these games, so why would we sell them to other children.” Niala 
interjected, “When incidents like these come up, everyone gets scared and starts to really think 
about how the environment is affecting our boys. Otherwise no one really cares. We think a lot 
about the risks of sending our sons to the school.” I asked her if she thought about changing 
schools. She straightened her back and forcefully replied: 
I am so tired of this conversation. My in-laws have been putting a lot of pressure on me 
to take my kids out. Now they have another excuse. There are a lot of private schools, but 
they are too expensive. This one we can afford. And the other schools, I do not like the 
quality of education. They have their friends here, and I asked them, they do not want to 
leave. It is safe, it is an army school (interview, February 18, 2014). 
Niala became visibly upset by this conversation and the topic of her sons’ schooling. The 
insurmountable pressures of family and conflict merged together and were clearly burdensome. 
The decision to send her sons to APS was visibly a choice she grappled with frequently.   
Only seven months after this conversation with Niala, the APS boys branch Peshawar 
was attacked, and this time the aftermath was devastating. As soon as I heard about the attack, I 
read over these exchanges more than fifty times. People knew of the Taliban’s attack on Malala, 
but they understood it as a result of her outspokenness; it was a targeted attack. They knew of 
schools being blown up and girls being banned from school. However, these attacks always 
happened in the middle of the night when schools were empty. The APS attack proved how 
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vulnerable Pashtun childhoods were to become; it showed how amidst fears, warnings, and 
foiled attacks, the KP province was nowhere near understanding how to assure families that their 
children would return home from school unharmed and alive.   
Surviving the APS Massacre 
There was a feeling of numbness that accompanied reading story after story about the 
attack on Facebook, online news sources, and twitter. The school was just minutes away from 
Warsak Place and even more upsetting was knowing that Jamal and his brother bore witness to 
this atrocity. The first person that I called was Niala. I needed to know if the boys were ok. The 
sound of her voice initiated a prolonged silence. Silence seemed appropriate and necessary for 
Niala to gather the courage to speak and for me to gather the courage to listen. She began 
recalling the longest and most dreadful moments of her life.  
I thought they were gone, that’s it! I called my husband because I got to the school and I 
got my younger son, but they wouldn’t tell me about Jamal. I asked, where is he? They 
said pray for him, we don’t know. I was screaming and crying on the phone. My husband 
got in his car, but the roads were jammed. He just left his car and started running for 
miles and miles. His work is far from the school. After hours of waiting, I saw Jamal and 
I hugged him as hard as I could. All he kept asking was, ‘Is my brother okay? Where is 
he?’ I looked around at all the mothers, fathers, grandparents, and siblings waiting, I 
heard the screams of mothers and fathers who had received bad news. We entered our 
home in the village to a house full of family members and friends. They were all 
assembled around my mother-in-law, who they said, since she heard, had been lying in 
the bed unable to talk or move. We sat Jamal next to her, and as his body touched hers, 
she began to move. We all cried. Tonight, a lot of mothers buried their children. We got 
233 
 
ours, but I cannot sleep because those are our children too (personal conversation, 
December 17, 2014). 
The pictures of the scene shown on national television and through various online sources 
resembled the virtual maps of Peshawar Jamal shared as he played Call of Duty. The Pakistani 
commandos repelling from the walls of the school had an uncanny resemblance to the same 
characters in the game. One child recounted, “They were dressed in army uniforms, we did not 
know who the bad guys were. They asked us who has fathers in the army or relatives. They 
asked them to stand up and killed them execution style.” The splattered blood and charred 
classroom walls looked like a scene from a horror film.  
Niala did not talk about the APS attack with Jamal and made it a point not to watch the 
news in front of him. I watched her Facebook feed as she posted pictures and stories of children 
that were found after a day, in different hospitals throughout the city. She shared stories of 
teachers and staff that sacrificed their lives to protect students. Niala posted images and reports 
of children who had been injured and witnessed the carnage firsthand. The details were 
paralyzing.  
A few days later, she visited the site of the massacre. She described the stench of stale 
dried blood, the stained walls and floors, and a coldness throughout the building. She went to the 
auditorium where the most children were killed. “I started shaking and I couldn’t stop. I have 
started taking medication now because I can’t sleep at night. I shouldn’t have gone.” She went 
because her sons kept asking about their backpacks and school books, as they were always taught 
to take good care of them. Niala could not control her tears, and failed to put into words her 
feelings, but she said that she will send her children back to the same school. They will continue 
their education, and this will not stop them. In my conversations with her I was careful not to ask 
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about Jamal and whether he saw any of the perpetrators or witnessed any of his classmates being 
killed. However, she did share with me his first day back at school. Niala said, “when I asked 
him, he didn’t say much. But after a while he said that he was afraid to leave his class. So much 
that even when he had to use the bathroom he would not go.”  
As Jamal and his brother continued their APS schooling, Naila shared the very visible 
changes in the school. The school was now heavily fortified with armed military guards 
surrounding the perimeter of the campus. She said now it felt very much like an army barrack or 
a foreign embassy. There was only one entrance and exit for everyone. “There are several 
checkpoints before one enters the main ground of the school, and bags and purses are not 
allowed,” Naila said. Around the city, schools ramped up security and teachers were now 
allowed and encouraged to carry guns. A new CCTV video monitoring system was set-up near 
the school. There was a renewed call for curricular reform, in addition, to a commitment to 
construct a new school in the name of every one of the 132 children massacred. Yet, many 
parents wondered if this would be the last attack, and was the solution to build school after 
school?  
In the wake of the attack, Pashtun children and their families were more vulnerable than 
ever. In Malala’s story the challenges of trauma and vulnerability are seldom addressed. Rather, 
stories of resilience and empowerment are centered. However, the APS tragedy was different 
when observed from the perspectives of survivors. They had experienced the carnage first-hand, 
thus dealing with the trauma and hurt became the first priority. The Pakistan Institute for Peace 
Studies reported that in Pakistan, 32% of people have developed a high degree of sleep disorders; 
33% of children talk more about dying than usual; 59% are becoming more aggressive; 74% are 
more suspicious of other people after a terrorist attack; and 85% feel a high degree of fear after 
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an act of terrorism (cited in Dawn News Report, 2015). Will more schools address these 
challenges of growing up during the “war on terror”? Will the ways in which these atrocities are 
silently shaping the lives of a generation be recognized and discussed alongside de-radicalization 
programs? Or will we continue to ask children to fight wars they should not be fighting? The 
Pakistan Institute of Medical Sciences conducted a study that reveals “the memories of violent 
incidents continue to reverberate, outliving wars and resulting in higher rates of physical and 
mental illness” (Dawn News Report, 2015, para. 5). The call for more Malalas seems 
miscalculated amidst these voices and stories.  
This tragedy in the nearby school illustrates the larger social and military setting in which 
education takes place. Pashtun children are growing up in the context of internal conflict, 
militancy, and the “war on terror.” This reality is a critical part of the schooling experience. The 
“adults”, whether they are researchers, policy makers, government officials, army officials, 
parents, and educators, are grappling with the issues that have arisen due to incidents like the 
APS school massacre. In the wake of the attack, all of these voices came together and raised the 
importance of education and schooling in particular. The city vowed that they would not 
succumb to the Taliban’s renewed commitment to attacking educational institutions. They would 
fight for their children’s right to education. And at the center stood the construction of the 
Pashtun male child, ready to embrace martyrdom for the sake of his family, country, and army.  
Resilience, strength, and patriotism were the defining markers of the Pashtun male child 
in this school setting. His words, actions, and education were embedded in this framework, and 
conflicting voices were relegated to the margins. In Warsak Place, there were families highly 
critical of the army and state, but in these moments, they were reminded of the severe 
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repercussions for expressing dissenting viewpoints. Enforced disappearances, surveillance, and 
targeted violence against dissenters was reported as the witch hunt continued for the perpetrators.  
On the one-year anniversary of the APS attack, the United Nations Girls’ Education 
Initiative re-posted an op-ed piece written by Aliya Khalid (2015), a doctoral student at the 
University of Peshawar, titled Women Fight Terror through Education. Khalid writes (in 
reference to the APS attack): 
After this blood-curdling episode mothers of the murdered children said: ‘Send them 
back to school, we want revenge through education!’ This is not an unfamiliar cry since 
we have seen such reactions in Pakistan in the past. A few years before this attack Malala 
Yousafzai was attacked. She survived and rose up to demand the same thing (para.4).          
Khalid goes on to state that incidents like Malala’s, and the APS attack, have awakened a nation 
in stupor and revealed the resilience of women and girls. She says, “Women in Pakistan are 
coming back to life, triggered by terrorism and a desire to learn” (Khalid, 2015, para. 9) 
Although, Khalid’s words are inspiring and hopeful, how much longer will children be asked to 
endure and show their resilience?  
As the days and weeks passed, Niala became more articulate in sharing her personal 
views on the APS tragedy, Pashtun boys, and their education. In an email she wrote, “We must 
continue to send our children to school because we do not want them to think we are cowards. It 
is with their education that they will fight them. We will win.” The fight for Pashtun children’s 
education is fought on a daily basis by families like Niala’s. At the center of this fight is the 




CHAPTER 10: CONCLUSION 
The purpose of this dissertation was to enter into a much-needed debate about education 
during the war on terror by raising questions of Muslim children’s agency as they play out in the 
context of Northwest Pakistan. The main objective of this intervention was to construct an 
evidence-based understanding of girls’ education for the purpose of grounding educational 
interventions in the lived experiences and needs of students and their communities. In this 
debate, international development discourses and policies have been centered and critiqued for 
the aligning of girls’ education with geopolitical goals and ambitions in the MENA regions, 
West Asia, and South Asia. One of the most troubling formulations of this relationship between 
geopolitics and girls’ education was the heightened focus on Muslim girls to fight Islamist 
militancy in their communities and nations. At the center of this “new” counter-terrorism 
strategy was the role of schooling in building this sort of agency centered around ideas of 
“voice” and empowerment. The power and force behind the realization of children’s agency and 
cultivation of “voices” through education was not limited to fighting Islamist militancy, but also 
the challenges of poverty, patriarchy, and ethnic discrimination. However, in a post-9/11 era, 
Pashtun children in Northwest Pakistan were being called upon to unite their country in the war 
on terror (see Ch. 4, 6 &9). This global phenomenon gave rise to a heightened visibility in 
Muslim girls’ agency alongside calls for increased children’s participation in debates on girls’ 
education that center schooling as a “solution” in bringing about peace and stability in 
communities and nations embroiled in the politics of the war on terror.  
My research made an intervention into this debate by focusing on post-9/11 questions of 
children’s agency as they arise in relation to the centering of girls’ education in the field of 
international development. This study observed and explored the effects of this relationship 
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between geopolitics and girls’ education from both global and local vantage points by centering 
the stories of Malala Yousafzai and Pashtun children growing-up during the war on terror. First, 
I showed the story of Malala Yousafzai arising out of this larger phenomenon that uses a post-
Cold war model of schooling as a formula for children’s participation. In this model, a rights-
based discourse raised views of the autonomous child responsible in contributing to global and 
local development processes and able to tackle deeply-rooted historical disadvantages like 
patriarchy, poverty, and conflict (UNCRC, Article 12, 1989). Schooling was centered as 
necessary in cultivating this sort of children’s agency (World Declaration on Education for All, 
1990). Malala’s narrative situated as a part of these larger debates revealed the host of issues that 
arise when views about Muslim girls’ and their education are centered in these debates. Most 
problematic was the rise of a “new” model for children’s participation inspired by Malala’s story 
that is exported around the world by global advocates for girls’ education fairly wholesale (for 
example, UN, Malala Fund, U.S. State Department, UNESCO). This model presents monolithic 
views about Muslim girls’ and their education that have given rise to an overly-romanticized 
view of Muslim girls’ agency that was harmful, unethical, and disregarded children’s best 
interests.  
Second, I used critical ethnographic research with Pashtun school children and their 
communities situated in three different school settings to construct an evidence-based 
understanding of girls’ education for the purpose of grounding educational interventions in the 
lived experiences and needs of students and their communities. This more context-specific and 
situated study of questions of Pashtun children’s agency examined from the perspective of 
schooling in conflict further problematized the translation of Malala’s story as a model for 
children’s participation. Across all three schooling contexts, the relationship between geopolitics 
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and girls’ education increased Pashtun children’s vulnerabilities and fears of engaging in 
conversations on their childhood and schooling experiences. Questions of safety and 
conversations on marginality were centered in these contexts. These Pashtun children were not 
poster children for Muslim girls’ education, rather they took me beyond the classroom to reveal 
more context-specific and grounded views about Pashtun children and their education. Situating 
their perspectives in this way, they challenged the post-Cold war schooling model and the “new” 
Malala-inspired model for children’s participation that centered “voice” and empowerment by 
raising overly-simplistic, de-contextualized, and overly-romanticized views about Muslim girls’ 
and their education. Pashtun children from Warsak Place constructed a counter-narrative on 
children’s agency that focused on highlighting the construction of their marginality. Their voices 
and stories raised the structures of power that dictated why, how, and when they engaged in 
debates on their education. As children growing-up during the war on terror, they revealed the 
construction of their silence in communities that live under the constant threat of school-related 
violence, poverty, ethnic profiling, and gender discrimination. Their observations and critiques 
of global discourses like Malala’s centered the idea that the war on terror cannot be fought by 
Pashtun children, boys or girls, armed with books and pens. This idea was not only harmful but 
deadly. 
Discussion 
 To begin, the re-reading of Malala’s story with a focus on the construction of her agency 
(Ch.6) revealed the challenges and risks that arise within “Virtual Pakistan.” The larger theme of 
children’s participation and activism in the age of social media which has become a key 
component of youth development approaches (World Bank, 2014) cannot be understood outside 
of the power and politics of the war on terror. Social media spaces are not “safer” and more 
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“democratic” platforms for Muslim girls’ living in violent conflict. In fact, as Malala’s tragedy 
highlights, they can be even more dangerous for children using these platforms for the first time 
because they give the illusion of safety and security. Second, the role of journalists and 
international development organizations in helping Malala to exert her agency revealed how she 
was groomed to fight a “bigger” war. Her fight for girls’ education was intertwined with the 
geopolitics of the war on terror that made her more vulnerable and ultimately a target of the 
Taliban. The important point to understand here is that her schooling did not help her to exert her 
agency, but it was rather the involvement of powerful actors and institutions that had their own 
geopolitically influenced and motivated interests and agendas (Ch. 6). Furthermore, this 
relationship between geopolitics and girls’ education resulted in a translation of Malala’s story 
that further solidified views of Muslim girls’ and their education informed by a post-Cold war 
model for schooling that was central to the EFA global agenda (Ch.2). The implications of the 
influence of the war on terror discourse on international development discourses and policies 
was raised as critical in understanding why and how Malala’s story became problematic in 
contexts like Northwest Pakistan and more generally in the MENA regions, West Asia, and 
South Asia. The EFA is a powerful and far-reaching global platform that continues to heavily 
inform and construct global policy around issues like girls’ education and schooling in conflict. 
The crystillization of these views about Muslim girls’ and their education left no room for 
considering the diversity of situations, struggles, and needs of Muslim children living in conflict. 
Thus, Malala’s story silenced the unique perspectives of Pashtun children that did not fit this 
translation and corresponding views of education and children’s agency. Subsequently, it was 
clear that Malala’s experiences of schooling in conflict could not be used to represent the 
context-specific struggles of Pashtun children growing-up during the war on terror. Most 
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importantly, this re-reading presented the urgent need for evidence-based understandings of girls’ 
education and Pashtun children for the purpose of grounding educational interventions in the 
lived experiences and needs of students and their communities. The findings in chapters 7-9 
presented evidence-based understandings of girls’ education and Pashtun children that can help 
global advocates and development “experts” working in the field of girls’ education to develop 
more grounded, child-centered, and safer education initiatives and policies.   
 The girls’ madrasa school setting (Ch. 7) revealed how the relationship between 
geopolitics and girls’ education made students in this context the most difficult to engage with. 
In the wake of the Red Mosque attack, increased vulnerabilities and security concerns made 
these students distrustful, suspicious, and fearful of engaging in debates on the role of their 
education. Global and national discourses that tied their education to debates on Islamist 
militancy and counter terrorism strategies made discussions around “voice” and empowerment 
frustrating and created barriers in raising questions of agency in this context. However, when 
engaged, Pashtun girls’ expressed feelings of resentment, anger, and marginalization felt in the 
articulation of the role of their education in contributing to an improvement in their material 
conditions and overall well-being. Rather, questions and discussions centered around education 
triggered stories of the risks, hardships, and sacrifices that came with attending the madrasa. 
They rejected the viewpoints of “adults” in the village who saw girls’ madrasas as an alternative 
schooling model that contributed in fostering healthy childhoods and communities. Instead, they 
saw their madrasa education as a “less” valuable schooling opportunity in comparison to 
opportunities afforded to ‘other’ Pashtun girls’ living in Warsak Place and across the district of 
Peshawar. Their voices take us beyond the classroom in order to understand their educational 
struggles and needs. Thus, “fixing” their school or even constructing more schools was not the 
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solution. Only when the economic hardships, gender discrimination, and ethnic profiling 
prevalent in their communities was properly addressed would their access and opportunities in 
regard to their education improve. Subsequently, the focus of education policies and initiatives 
should be to help Pashtun girls’ tackle these challenges that were further exacerbated by a 
decades old conflict. Finally, Pashtun girls’ in this setting did not see their responsibility as 
helping to resolve the current conflict. Rather, they understood the global and local powers 
responsible for their marginality as more capable and responsible. However, they did express 
their responsibilities tied to the heavy-burden of carefully and cautiously negotiating and 
surviving the realities of growing-up during the war on terror. By centering their own struggles 
around schooling in conflict, they responded to the call for more Malalas.         
Like Madrasa Noor students, girls in the middle school (Ch. 8) raised the challenges in 
accessing “better” schooling options. Patriarchy, poverty, conservative religious norms, conflict, 
and refugee status all shaped views about Pashtun children and their education in ways that 
limited their educational opportunities. Views of schooling as a “solution” to the challenges of 
growing-up in poverty, under patriarchy, and violent conflict were challenged frequently by 
stories of girls leaving school for early marriages or at the request of male family members. 
Incidents like these shattered the image of the school as a pristine fortress that stands tall and 
powerful amidst poverty, patriarchy, and conflict. Finally, Pashtun girls’ agency was rooted in the 
realities of life for a Pashtun community embroiled in the politics of the war on terror. Agency 
understood from this important vantage point was cautious and careful. They understood their 
voices as situated within the important relationships of family and community, however, not 
outside of the realities of the war on terror. Thus, they highlighted their responsibility in keeping 
their families, community, and school safe. Subsequently, Pashtun girls’ viewed their agency as 
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more strategic and careful. Yet, what girls articulated as “their own” was how, when, and where 
they uttered these words. In this setting, a more responsible, cautious, and careful articulation of 
Pashtun girls’ agency that was often mistaken for silence was how they answered the call for 
more Malalas. Thus, the inability to “listen” or “hear” when Pashtun girls’ give voice to their 
diverse situations, needs, and struggles that accompany living in conflict was identified as 
problematic rather than their perceived silence.  
In the APS school setting (Ch.9), views about Pashtun boys and their education did not 
escape the host of issues that have accompanied the merging of geopolitical objectives with girls’ 
education. This was most apparent in the parallels that were drawn between Malala’s tragedy and 
the APS tragedy. The Malala-inspired model for children’s participation was centered with calls 
for APS survivors and their families to show great resilience and use this moment to unify a 
country embroiled in the politics of the war on terror. The most powerful act of revenge was 
continuing their education. The same discourse of responsibilization that raised Muslim girls’ 
agency was used to construct Pashtun boys’ agency, but with a stronger nationalist discourse that 
employed religious concepts like martyrdom. However, by focusing on the experiences of an 
APS survivor and his family living in Warsak Place, the reality of what a community of more 
Malala’s looked like centered the trauma and fears of living under constant threats of violence. 
More importantly, attacks of this nature did not happen in isolation but were a part of a larger 
geopolitical context that created these unsafe and unhealthy schooling environments. 
Subsequently, views of schooling that emerged in this setting further challenged ideas of 





Interpretation of Results 
 This uniquely situated global and local, child-centered, critical ethnographic study of 
girls’ education within the context of schooling in conflict required a more responsive, 
accountable, and flexible theoretical and methodological approach that took into consideration 
the vulnerabilities and marginality of a Pashtun community living alongside the violent 
repercussions of the war on terror. In Spivak’s words “learning to speak to” rather than “listen 
to” or “speak for” the subaltern (1989) helped in addressing the unique challenges and dilemmas 
that arise for American scholars studying with the subaltern (Pashtun children) in geopolitical 
hotspots like Northwest Pakistan. The geopolitics of the war on terror creates great barriers for 
ethnographic researchers that rely on periods of prolonged engagement for establishing 
relationships of trust and ensuring the safety of the communities they are engaging with 
alongside their own safety. These barriers of engagement begin with the theoretical constructs 
used to frame research questions, interview questions, and focus group discussions. Using 
Subaltern Studies to do a re-reading of the timely and relevant literature on conflict theories in 
education and the New Social Studies of Childhood (NSSC) was critical in breaking both the 
theoretical and methodological barriers for engaging with Pashtun children and their families. 
Furthermore, as a researcher situated in a position of power, studying with all ready vulnerable 
and marginalized communities required caution in regard to the methods of engagement and the 
modes of analysis. Spivak warns of the risk of further muting the subaltern by invoking claims of 
the authenticity of “voice” in one’s analysis of the subaltern. Researchers, philosophers, and 
academics must remain wary of the language used to describe interactions with the subaltern. 
Subsequently, research questions, theories, and translation techniques were frequently 
interrogated in this study.  
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The idea of “learning to speak to” the subaltern helped to re-calibrate my use of critical 
ethnography and children’s ethnography to explore concepts of children’s agency, education, and 
conflict while researching with Pashtun children. First, conceptualizations of children’s agency 
derived from the NSSC and conflict theories in education did not translate well in this setting. 
The problem arose in the language used to articulate complex and more situated understandings 
of children’s agency. Spivak’s (1989) suggestion of studying the construction of silence or 
“journey to silence” as an analytically stronger approach was critical in my engagement with 
Pashtun children, particularly Pashtun girls. Pashtun children were more responsive to questions 
framed in this way. Furthermore, using the concept of the subaltern was important in framing 
questions on childhood as well. Childhood was another concept difficult to translate specifically 
when researching with Pashtun girls. Many did not view themselves as children and questions 
framed in this way became irrelevant. Thus, framing my questions using the idea of the 
construction of the subaltern opened up new ways of engaging with Pashtun children. This was 
how Subaltern Studies helped to break down theoretical and methodological barriers that were 
difficult to navigate in this context.  
 This uniquely informed approach to researching with Pashtun children contributed to 
widening the theoretical focus within the NSSC, which has been largely western-centric. Child-
centered ethnographic research in a non-western context like Northwest Pakistan answered the 
call for more research conducted with children in the Global South to inform theory (Honwana & 
De Boeck, 2005). This is critical as children’s perspectives are being highlighted in diverse fields 
of study, like education and conflict, as an important vantage point to consider. The perspectives 
of Pashtun children centered in this study helped raise a perceptiveness to the tentative 
interrelationship between education and violent conflict (van Ommering, 2011). Furthermore, 
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researching these perspectives across 3 school settings helped in better understanding the impact 
of violence on school communities and particularly during the war on terror. Views of schooling 
as inevitably stimulating children’s well-being were challenged by centering learners’ 
perspectives (Winthrop & Kirk, 2008).   
 Finally, the centering of Malala’s story in this study using life histories methods and 
critical media analysis allowed for a more careful consideration of the implications and 
consequences of the translation of her story using social media for Muslim children growing-up 
during the war on terror. It revealed what the call for more Malala’s looked like in “Virtual 
Pakistan” against the lived experiences of Pashtun children living in conflict. Furthermore, life 
histories as a methodological approach offered great insight into issues like geopolitics and girls’ 
education. “Every in-depth exploration of an individual life-in-context brings us that much closer 
to understanding the complexities of lives in communities” (Herrera, 2010, p.130). Tracing 
Malala’s biography through social media spaces helped in centering questions around how her 
agency was constructed and documented. While this perspective is limited, it helped in 
beginning to understand how Pashtun children were situated in a region where school-related 
violence was on the rise.   
 The research presented here has great implications for childhood studies, conflict studies, 
and international development. First, by situating this discussion within international 
development discourses and policies, and taking the case of Malala, revealed how important it is 
to have an honest discussion about the detrimental effects of international development 
discourses and policies that are heavily influenced by U.S. foreign policy priorities in the region. 
If this conversation does not happen frameworks of counter-radicalization and a rise in Islamist 
militancy will continue to be centered in debates on girls’ education in the region. The 
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perspectives of Pashtun children and their families reveal the need to go beyond this framing and 
incorporate frameworks that children and their communities recognize as important in 
understanding their daily struggles and educational challenges and risks. This creates space for 
centering diverse views about Muslim children and their education. Second, schooling cannot be 
presented as a “solution” or a “weapon of the weak.” Such formulaic responses to deeply-rooted 
historical conflicts are dangerous. In this study, Pashtun children took us beyond the classroom 
to understand the context-specific educational challenges and risks that arose across 3 school 
settings. A more complex understanding of Pashtun children’s situations, struggles, and needs 
will help in creating healthier and safer schooling environments for children living in conflict. 
This has great implications for global advocates interested in using Muslim children’s 
experiences of schooling in conflict to inform global debates on girls’ education.  
 The implications of this study for childhood studies is it opens new lines of inquiry by 
centering Pashtun children’s perspectives. To date, a sociology of Pashtun childhood does not 
exist within scholarly works on childhoods in the West Asian context. My work raises these 
perspectives in ways that center children’s lived experiences in conflict. Thus, the implications 
for conflict studies are important to consider as well. Most scholarly studies in this field adopt 
either an educationalist approach that focuses on education systems and disregards children’s 
own perspectives, or a child protection stance that generally fails to relate children’s experiences 
to the context of schooling (van Ommering, 2011, p.3). This study that explores both Pashtun 
school children’s perspectives and experiences and the local dynamics of schooling in conflict-
affected contexts presents a more profound understanding of the interplay between the impact of 
violence on school communities. Furthermore, a more context-specific and grounded study on 
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Muslim children growing-up during the war on terror is an important vantage point for scholars 
in the field of conflict studies to consider more carefully.  
The limitations of this study that require consideration start with the documentation of 
Malala’s case. The inability to interview Malala and her family in more depth is an important 
point to consider. Observing and engaging with children in physical spaces is a great strength of 
critical, children’s ethnographies. Thus, an important point to consider is that Malala’s case in 
this study became limited to an observation and exploration of the hegemonic construction of her 
voice. She came to represent a dominant discourse that required critique and analysis. Second, 
researching schooling in conflict presented limitations regarding the duration of engagement and 
accessibility in school settings. These limitations are the result of several factors. First, the 
dilemmas of conducting research in communities where the politics of the war on terror 
continues to be quite pervasive limits accessibility and prolonged engagement. The girls’ 
madrasa highlighted these limitations. In the madrasa research was extremely difficult and 
limited. Much of this was because of the suspicions, fears, and increased surveillance of these 
spaces by the military and government.  Furthermore, my identity as a female, Pashtun, and 
American presented challenges in regard to my mobility throughout the village. In Warsak Place 
women’s mobility was limited within non-familial households at times making it difficult to 
negotiate entry into students’ homes and private gatherings. Additionally, my own safety and 
that of my son was under constant threat as our presence in Warsak Place was tied to the main 
objectives of this study. Researchers cannot escape the realities of conflict, even as observers and 
temporary visitors.             
 To conclude, the research project raised the crucial need for a more locally and 
historically rooted perspective of Pashtun childhood. In my research in both the US and Pakistan, 
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I was unable to locate a history of Pashtun childhood from the perspective of Childhood Studies. 
Due to time constraints and the scope of my project, I was not able to collect data that could offer 
a portrait of Pashtun childhood from a historical perspective. Further research focused on 
building this portrait from primary sources located in the colonial archives is crucial and 
necessary in understanding the colonial and postcolonial contexts that shaped, and continue to 
shape, Pashtun childhoods. Furthermore, this is crucial in understanding the role of education 
and schooling from a historical perspective that centers childhood. This sort of historicizing is 
most critical within a context like Northwest Pakistan, where the discourse of the new 
geopolitics of the war on terror de-historicizes the experiences of Pashtun children and their 
communities. Similarly, this same discourse relegates the Muslim girl child to an analysis that is 
centered exclusively on gender. The lens of locally grounded childhood is a new vantage point 
from which to understand the Pashtun girl child, her agency, and schooling in contexts of 
patriarchy, poverty, Islamist militancy and global conflict.    
In centering the perspectives of Pashtun children in this study, the very urgent need for 
more critical, child-centered ethnographic research that engages with Pashtun children’s 
perspectives, their families, and communities became apparent. My work is the first that I know 
of that uses Childhood Studies to understand childhood in this particular region, particularly 
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